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FOREWORD

Many tracks will be left by the New Jersey Tercen-
tenary celebration, but few will be larger than those
made by the New Jersey Historical Series. The Series is
a monumental publishing project—the product of a re-
markable collaborative effort between public and private
enterprise.

New Jersey has needed a series of books about itself.
The 300th anniversary of the State is a fitting time to
publish such a series. It is to the credit of the State’s Ter-
centenary Commission that this series has been created.

In an enterprise of such scope, there must be many
contributors. Each of these must give considerably of
himself if the enterprise is to succeed. The New Jersey
Historical Series, the most ambitious publishing venture
ever undertaken about a state, was conceived by a com-
mittee of Jerseymen—]Julian P. Boyd, Wesley Frank
Craven, John T. Cunningham, David S. Davies, and
Richard P. McCormick. Not only did these men outline
the need for such an historic venture; they also aided in
the selection of the editors of the series.

Both jobs were well done. The volumes speak for them-
selves. The devoted and scholarly services of Richard M.
Huber and Wheaton J. Lane, the editors, are a part of

“every book in the series. The editors have been aided in
their work by two fine assistants, Elizabeth Jackson Hol-
land and Bertha DeGraw Miller.

To D. Van Nostrand Company, Inc. my special thanks
for recognizing New Jersey’s need and for bringing their
skills and publishing wisdom to bear upon the printing
and distributing of the New Jersey Historical Series.
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My final and most heartfelt thanks must go to Leo
Troy, who accepted my invitation to write Organized
Labor in New Jersey, doing so at great personal sacrifice
and without thought of material gain. We are richer by
his scholarship. We welcome this important contribution
to an understanding of our State.

RicHARD ]. HUGHES
Governor of the

January, 1963 State of New Jersey
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PREFACE

This volume in the New Jersey Historical Series is the
first general survey of the labor movement of New
Jersey. It is a subject which has hitherto been neglected
not only in this state, but in other leading industrial
states as well. Yet without these accounts, the signifi-
cance of national movements cannot be properly weighed
and evaluated. They are either exaggerated or under-
valued. For example, the importance of the national
union movement from 1861 to 1873, so widely stressed
in the standard histories, seems much less important
when seen from New Jersey’s experience. On the other
hand, the impact of the Knights of Labor on the forma-
tion of state and local associations, and on the formation
of unions themselves appears far more important than is
usually credited, again based on New Jersey’s experience.
The new perspectives suggested by the union history in
this state deserve serious consideration since the dis-
tinguishing characteristic of the rise of organized labor
in New Jersey in its representative quality. No major
national development failed to leave an imprint in this
state. From the movement to free labor markets and the
first labor organizations to the founding of the American
Federation of Labor and Congress of Industrial Organi-
zations, New Jersey labor has been involved.

The State’s balance of industry and employment, not
too dissimilar from the nation’s probably has made it
representative of the development of unions. Its strategic
position between New York and Philadelphia may have
enabled the State to benefit from the germination of
new ideas and movements and become a testing ground
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of their future evolution. Thus, the founding of the New
Jersey State Labor Congress in 1879, forerunner of the
State Federation of Labor, AFL, tested and proved one
of the earliest state federations.

New Jersey, too, seems to reflect some of the national
mood, difficulties, and drawbacks of organized labor in
this country. The merger of the American Federation of
Labor with the Congress of Industrial Organizations was
accomplished nationally at the end of 1955. In New
Jersey, the merger took six more years, making the state
the last in which the unions united. In June, 1964, the
two wings of the State AFL-CIO broke apart and the
issue which tipped the scales and sundered the newly
merged group was one which bedevils the nation and
the national labor movement—civil rights.

Wholesale differences in philosophy, methods, origin,
and personalities widen the division within the state.
What does all this portend? Is New Jersey’s reconstituted
CIO (formally still within the state and national asso-
ciations) to become the national pattern for all disaf-
fected branches of the AFL-CIO?

Corrupt leadership in parts of the national union
movement has its counterparts in New Jersey. Corrup-
tion has been a problem and continues to vitiate the
effectiveness and image of organized labor in both state
and national settings.

On the other hand, Communist domination of unions,
principally a CIO problem in the past, has been virtually
eliminated in the country and in this state. Indeed, the
leadership of the New Jersey State CIO was in the fore-
front of the move to eliminate the Party and its followers
from the union movement.

New Jersey’s union movement also mirrors the nation’s
in the loss of members and the decline in the proportion
of the work force organized. While its economic and
political power remain strong, we believe the state and
national movements have passed their crest of power.

Typically in studies of labor movements, one or more
individuals stand out and give it direction and color.
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Their ideals, aspirations, and great energy impart an
organizational image—and often fuel its drive. However,
in our study, we have emphasized organizations rather
than individuals, not arbitrarily, but because not one in
the history of the New Jersey union movement domi-
nated it or gave it a philosophy in the manner of Samuel
Gompers, John L. Lewis, Sidney Hillman, Philip Mur-
ray, George Meany, or Walter Reuther. If anything, we
believe that historically the leaders of the various New
Jersey labor organizations were all effective organiza-
tional men. Their philosophical orientation usually re-
flected the prevailing theories, while their local purposes
were intertwined with those of the organizations they
served. If the individuals were separated from the or-
ganizations, the organizations might well have operated
less efficiently, but function they would.

In 1964, about 760,000 persons, or one out of every
20 union members in the United States worked in New
Jersey. The unions represented about one-third of the
non-farm employees of the state. The purpose of this
study is to record and explain how the union movement
of New Jersey reached this stage of development.

This study owes much to a large number of people
both in and out of the labor movement. Foremost is the
debt I owe Miss Miriam Studley of the Newark Public
Library. In addition, I wish to acknowledge the coopera-
tion and help of Donald Sinclair, Rutgers University
Library, Mr. Joel Jacobson, President of the New Jersey
State Industrial Union Council, Mr. Vincent J. Murphy,
President of the New Jersey State AFL-CIO, Harry
Burke, of the Newark Evening News, my colleague, Pro-
fessor Thomas Reynolds, and my student assistant, Mr.
Allan Wahler.

Others whose contributions were significant are former
Governor Robert Meyner, James Merrit, and Gilbert
Cohen of the Newark College of Arts and Sciences Li-
brary, Thomas Kean, Public Relations Director of the
AFL-CIO, Thomas Parsonnet, its Chief Counsel, An-
thony Nicolosi of the Rutgers University Library, Mrs.
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Maud Pech of the National Bureau of Economic Re-
search for statistical and chart work, and Thomas Galla-
gher, whom I didn’t meet, but whose trenchent columns
in the Newark Star Ledger were very helpful. My thanks,
too, to Miss Jenifer Thompson for her typing. To the
editors of the Tercentenary Series, Dick Huber and
Wheaton Lane, my appreciation for their help in bring-
ing this volume to publication. To my wife, Sandra, and
my children, Alex and Suzannah, my gratitude for their
forbearance. For what is written here, I alone am
responsible.

Leo Troy
Newark, New Jersey
December, 1964
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FROM REGULATED TO FREE
LABOR

rEADE UNIONS AROSE in New Jersey and the Nation with
the development of markets governed by supply and
demand. In America, this occurred by the end of the
eighteenth century, but the first known union in New
Jersey came a little after the turn of the century.

From Colonial times to the early national period,
public authorities regulated employment, hours, rates
of pay, and related terms of work, and until these
regulations were largely abandoned, the economic con-
ditions necessary for the appearance of trade unions did
not exist.

The controls to which labor was subject were a key
part of a general system of economic regulation known
as national mercantilism. National mercantilism was,
therefore, an economic philosophy opposed to the phi-
losophy of laissez faire which came to the forefront in
America and Britain at the end of the eighteenth cen-
tury and remains to this day the economic philosophy
of our country.

CoLONIAL REGULATION
British economic policy in the colonies favored the
political and military power of the home country. For-

eign markets were to be penetrated and expanded while
imports were to be carefully restricted. Tariffs protected
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domestic industry and bounties stimulated exports. A
favorable balance of payments and the acquisition of
precious metals measured success. Imperial exploitation
of colonies, especially the American colonies, was of
central importance to the expansion of foreign trade:
colonies would become suppliers of raw materials and
consumers of Britain’s finished products.

The keystone of the system was the regulated labor
market. To be a worker under this system was to be a
small cog in the large machine of the State.

Mercantilist rules for labor were expressed in the
Tudor Statute of of Apprentices (1563), Poor Laws (1601),
and later the Acts of Settlement (1662). These were
carried to the American colonies, but neither the free
colonial laborer nor the colonial entrepreneur became
as closely bound by them as his counterparts in England.
The geographic distances between colonies, the absence
of centralized political control, and continuous immi-
gration all contributed to this difference. From the
beginning, then, Americans have always had less govern-
mental regulation of their economic lives than Europeans
and Britons.

The colonial versions of mercantilist regulations also
differed in degree and substance among the colonies.
Massachusetts’ authorities applied the rules most broadly
and strictly, while New Jersey’s rules were moderate.
Typically the labor “codes” enacted by colonial legisla-
tures, towns, and other political units provided for
compulsory labor, restricted the movement of workers,
governed apprenticeship, encouraged the employment of
women and children, regulated discharges, and fixed
wages—in short, embraced the entire labor market.

The colonies also began to regulate wages, and in
New England, they were initially set by general legisla-
tion and made applicable throughout the colony. In
New Jersey, by contrast, wage regulation was left to the
various communities. Occupations “affected with a public
interest” such as gravediggers, carmen, draymen, porters,
chimney sweeps, and millers were commonly subject to
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regulation, and remained regulated for longer periods
than others.

Control over wages necessarily required that the prices
of products be controlled as well. Prohibitions on ‘‘fore-
stalling” (buying futures in current parlance), “engross-
ing” (hoarding), “regrating” (purchasing at wholesale
for retail sale), and monopolizing, which had their ori-
gins in medieval times, were common.

Because the colonists abhorred idleness and because
labor was in short supply, the authorities, including those
in New Jersey, required periods of compulsory labor
at building and repairing roads, highways, and bridges.
As near as possible, the burden was to be equally dis-
tributed among the inhabitants. Nevertheless, the rich
were able to buy their way out. Those who failed to
show up for duty were liable for the wages of substitutes,
at times to double or treble the regular wages.

For example, the minutes of the Newark Town
Meeting of June 10, 1669, state that:

It is ordered and agreed upon that the high Way through
the Great Swamp shall be mended, and that those that have
given in their Names to work at it shall work. . . . And in
Case any man or men shall refuse to go when warned, with-
out satisfying Reasons to the Surveyor, he or they shall have
full Power to hire others in their room, though it be for
double or treeble Wages.*

Local authorities could also draft and offer labor free
of charge to induce businessmen to move into the area.
In 1670, in an early example of area development, New-
ark offered three days of free labor from all men and
women holding an allotment in the town to a group
of businessmen in order to help set up a corn mill.

Workhouses which grew markedly in number .into the
mid-eighteenth century required vagrants, idlers, and
rebellious children and servants to work. Frequently

* Collections of The New Jersey Historical Society (Newark,
1864), VI, 20.
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this colonial version of convict labor became a cheap
source of labor to privately owned businesses, particu-
larly in such industries as textiles which could utilize
low-cost, unskilled workers.

The movement of workers was also hedged about with
numerous restrictions. Skilled workers, being in ex-
tremely short supply, were most restricted. They were
prohibited from becoming farmers or tavern keepers, or
even working in another colony until the needs of the
home colony were met—and this was not likely to
happen often.

To meet their needs for skilled workers, employers
tapped all available sources of supply: free laborers,
indentured persons, Negro slaves, as well as runaway
indentured and slave labor. ‘“Respectable” employers,
like the son of Charles Reed, who operated an important
iron foundry in Taunton, New Jersey, claimed,

We have always made it an invariable rule at our Works
never to be assistant in robing a Person of his Property by
Secreating his Servant. The Contrary Conduct is base and
unjust as well as ruinus to the Interest of the Iron Masters.*

As the occasion of these remarks, the younger Reed had
been charged with employing a runaway indentured
worker. The more reliable ironmasters were supposed to
be bound by a code of honor not to induce workers
to leave their employers nor to harbor them when they
did.

Meanwhile, a vigorous policy was followed by both
the British Government and the colonists of encouraging
skilled workers to emigrate to America. However, just
prior to the Revolutionary War, the British began to
obstruct the flow of skilled workers.

New entrants to the skilled crafts were either trained
as apprentices or brought into the colonial labor market

* Carl Raymond Woodward, “Charles Read of New Jersey and
His Notes on Agriculture, 1715-1774,” Ploughs and Politicks (New
Brunswick, 1941), 91-92.
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as immigrants. The Elizabethan Statute of Apprentices
(1563) required seven years of training to become a
carpenter, weaver, shipwright, or mason. The colonies
followed this system, in general, but could never de-
velop enough skilled manpower to meet their expanding
needs.

An example of the workings of the apprentice system
in New Jersey is an indenture contract between Pell
Teed, a weaver, and his wife on the one hand, and the
mother and step-father of one John Moris on the other.
John Moris was to be apprenticed to Pell Teed to learn
the trade of weaving, as well as to read and write, for
a period of thirteen years and five months, or until he
became twenty-one. (Apparently John's age was not
definitely known.) During the years of his indenture,
John was to follow a strict code of personal and business
conduct, and his master and mistress were to supply him
adequate food, clothing, and housing. On fulfillment of
the agreement, John would be set free with a new suit
of holiday clothes. In lieu of their inability to write
their names, John’s step-father, Thomas Force, and his
mother Anny Force made their marks. The weaver and
his wife both signed the agreement, the text of which
follows:

This indenture witnesses that John Moris son to Stephen
Moris deceast late of Newark in ye county of Essex and State
of East Jersey hath of his own free will and accord and with
ye full consent of his Father in Law Thomas Force and
Mother Anne Force of Newark in said county put himself
unto Pell Teed and Huma his wife of Newark in said county
and with them after, as a servant and apprentice to serve and
dwell for and during the term and space of thirteen years
and five months or untill he shall arrive at ye age of twenty
one years. During all which time ye said John his said Master
~ and Mistress faithfully shall serve, their secrets keep, their law-
full commands gladly obey. He shal not absent himself by
night or by day from ye servis of his said Master and Mistress
without ye consent of his said Master and Mistress; at cards
or dice or any other unlawfull games he shall not play
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whereby his said Master or Mistress shall have damage. With
his own goods or ye goods of others he shall not trade or
traffic to ye damage of his said Master or Mistress. He shall
not commit fornification nor contract matrimony within ye
said term of time nor frequent taverns or playhouses but in
all things shall behave himself as a good and faithfull servant
or apprentice ought during ye term aforesaid and ye said
Master and Mistress shall procure and provide the said ap-
prentice sutable and sufficient meat, drink, washing, lodging
and apparel and learn him the weavers trade according to ye
custom of ye country to do country work and learn him to
read, write and cypher so as to keep book and at ye expera-
tion of said term of time to sett him free with one new suit
of holiday cloaths and for a true performance the parties have
hereunto interchangeably set their hands and seals this twenty
fourth day of January one thousand seven hundred and
seventy eight.
Signed sealed and delivered in the presence of
WiLL'm Evry, Lucy PERKINS
Canoebrook
THoMAs X FoRCE
ANNY X ForcE
PeLL TEED
Huma TEeep *

Typical of the working life of an apprentice in the
late eighteenth century are the experiences of “John
Homespun,” a pseudonym reminiscent of Benjamin
Franklin’s “Poor Richard,” adopted by William Tuttle
of New Vernon, New Jersey.**

In 1796, when he was fifteen years of age, William
Tuttle was apprenticed in Newark in the printing trade.
His master was a stern man whose authority was un-
disputed and for whom William and his fellow appren-
tices had little affection. Nor was his wife any more
beloved by the young workmen.

After learning the alphabetical order of the type-case,
he worked for weeks on end in applying the inks to the

* Photostatic copy belonging to Miriam Studley of Livingston.

**This brief account of his experiences is taken from the Rev.
Joseph F. Tuttle, The Life of William Tuttle (New York, 1852).
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types, a laborious task which made his arms ache. The
Sunday rest was most welcome.

Needing spending money, William worked overtime,
or what was then called “overwork.” After finishing his
daily labor as an apprentice he was allowed to fold
books in the bindery, for which he was paid by the page.
However, he was slow at “overwork” and could earn no
more than five or six cents an evening. But the idea of
earning perhaps a dollar a month kept him at it.

With the coming of winter and a lull in business
during his first year as an apprentice, William was al-
lowed to return home. His father interpreted this as
an affront to himself and his son, so William Tuttle did
not return to his apprenticeship in Newark.

Because of the persistent shortage of skilled labor,
public regulation of occupational choice steadily relaxed
throughout much of eighteenth-century America. But
as laissez-faire policies spread, workers themselves began
to request regulation of the labor market. Contrary to
the system of mercantilist-inspired controls, however,
workers were seeking laws to raise their wages. In a
sense, the historical wheel had come full circle.

Thus, to limit competition, a group of weavers in New
Jersey’s Somerset County petitioned the legislature (with-
out success) in 1772, “to prohibit Farmers and others
from keeping looms in their Houses, and following the
Weaving Business.” *

Likewise, craftsmen sought to limit the geographic
mobility of competitive labor as indicated by a petition
of building tradesmen in New York to Governor De Witt
Clinton requesting protection from an influx of workers
from New Jersey who were undercutting their wage
scales.**

The hiring of labor was also regulated, although the
regulations on the demand side of the market were

* Richard B. Morris, Government and Labor in Early America
(New York, 1946), 154.

*# Richard B. Morris, Government and Labor in Early America
(New York, 1946), 150.
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apparently not so comprehensive as on the supply side.
Workers under contract could not be dismissed without
due cause and explanation to the authorities. Improper
treatment would be cause for legal termination of an
apprenticeship agreement in the crafts, professions, or
sciences as late as 1798 under a New Jersey statute.*
Disputes between the parties were subject to “mediation”
followed by “compulsory arbitration.” According to this
act, if a justice of the peace could not settle the issue,
he was then to call two other justices of the peace to join
him as a court of arbitration whose decision would be
binding.

In general, the workers’ principal methods of obtaining
redress prior to trade unionism were the courts or the
slowdown. Neither was widely practiced or usually suc-
cessful. However, public authorities discouraged the dis-
charge of a worker when it would lead to his becoming
a burden on the community as a recipient of poor relief.

There are examples of “severance” or dismissal pay
being required of employers who discharged workers at
seasons of the year when it might be difficult to find
new employment. While New Jersey was governed by the
Proprietors, masters were expected to furnish an in-
dentured servant, at the expiration of his service, with
two suits of apparel suitable for a former servant, one
good felling axe, a good hoe, and seven bushels of
Indian corn. In West Jersey, a servant’s “severance pay”
was ten bushels of corn, necessary apparel, two horses,
and one axe.** In addition the courts in New Jersey
consistently sought to curb employers who were cruel
to their workers.

There was nothing comparable to a workmen’s com-
pensation law to cover workers injured in private em-

*“An Act respecting apprentices and servants, 14 March 1798,”
Laws of the State of New Jersey, compiled by W. Paterson (Blau-
velt, 1800), 305-307.

** New Jersey Bureau of Statistics of Labor and Industry, Eighth
Annual Report, 1884, 284.
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ployment. However, neither was the employer free of
responsibility for injuries to his employees which oc-
curred on the job. In colonial times employers could be
required to provide medical aid to injured employees,
at least those who were under terms of indenture.

Unemployment resulting from technological change
was a minor problem in the colonial period of New
Jersey’s and the Nation’s history. There had been only
small and limited advances in labor-saving devices; the
size of the market and the scale of enterprise were too
small to afford many opportunities for improving pro-
ductive techniques. The typical production unit was a
workshop with a few journeymen and apprentices. Joint
stock companies were scarce and rarely found in in-
dustrial enterprises.

The principal non-farm industries in colonial New
Jersey were iron mining and manufacturing, lumber
and woodworking, leather, and flour manufacturing.
New Jersey’s ironworks became an important source of
arms to the Revolutionary Army. The leading occupa-
tions associated with these industries were skilled; they
included blacksmiths or farriers, wheelwrights, carpen-
ters, millers, shoemakers, printers, masons, cabinetmakers,
tanners, and bakers.

EMERGENCE OF FREE LABOR

Wars, economic development, and the legal concept
of the free labor contract broke down eighteenth-century
public controls over the employment relationship. At
the same time these factors created a work force not
only free of legal restraints, but one which identified its
interests as separate and at times conflicting with those
of the community and the employer.

The French and Indian War, 1756-1763, and the War

_of Independence dealt roughly with the tottering frame
of colonial economic regulation. During both conflicts
public authorities resorted heavily to the printing press
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to finance war needs. The magnification of money de-
mand which ensued inflated prices rapidly and thereby
tore at the foundations of economic control.

In the French and Indian War, for example, New
Jersey raised the bulk of its financial contribution by
the printing process. To mollify the Crown, New Jersey
declared its paper money to be legal tender only in the
Province. By 1760, it was reported that New Jersey’s
currency, though in better balance with its economy than
Pennsylvania’s or New York’s, nevertheless had depreci-
ated in value about 30 per cent.* Five years later, New
Jersey had increased its deficit spending to nearly £350,-
000 making its public debt the largest of any of the
colonies.** Presumably, New Jersey’s currency depreci-
ated considerably more in the interim.

War finance during the Revolution repeated on a
far larger scale the experience of the previous conflict.
“Not worth a Continental” was a bitter measure of the
devaluation of the currency.

Typically, prices of products, foodstuffs in particular,
outran the rise in wages, so the workers’ standard of
living naturally fell. Attempts to restore a balance in
prices by regulation failed. As ‘“Rationalis,” writing in
the New Jersey Gazette, observed,

By the law lately passed for regulating prices, the legisla-
ture seem to have aimed at fixing most of the articles of
internal produce at double the former prices. This may per-
haps be a proper standard for some articles; but when the
matter is fairly considered, it will be found that the same
reasons which require the prices of some things to be doubled,
will call for a similar advance on some others, and on others
again a much greater. Of the latter kind are such articles as
derive their value chiefly from labour, and require the use of
some commodity, either imported from abroad, or which,

* Carl R. Woodward, Ploughs and Politicks (New Brunswick,
1941), 132, 133, 143.

## Richard P. McCormick, New Jersey from Colony to State, 1609-
1789 (Princeton, 1964), 72.

@3 10 B



You Are Viewing an Archived Copy from the New Jersey State Library

from it’s scarcity, cannot be obtained but at a very high
price.*

Nevertheless the efforts to establish and enforce con-
trols went on through the War. And because they were
ineffective, the wartime attempt to revive economic con-
trols helped demolish regulation of labor markets. De-
spite their ineffectiveness, controls were popular during
the War of Independence. In fact, New Jersey was one
of the leading advocates of wartime economic regulation.
In October, 1779, it joined New York in urging (unsuc-
cessfully) that the Continental Congress impose economic
controls.* *

Within the state a large number of local committees
were set up to prescribe and enforce regulations. In the
summer of 1779, for example, a committee in Essex
County set rates for transportation and for commodities
at wholesale and retail at 14 times prices prevailing in
1774. In Burlington County, a committee set the wages
of common labor, and fixed those of weavers, tailors,
carpenters, and other mechanics employed on the ma-
terials of another at 16 times their rates of 1774. Violators
would be “held up to the publick in a manner adequate
to their offence.” t

Although the War of Independence delivered the
coup de grdce to mercantilist controls, the economic
development of America had been undermining them
for some time. Adam Smith’'s The Wealth of Nations,
published in 1776, gave an economic explanation of a
development already well underway in America, and
stamped the movement toward laissez faire with an
intellectual imprimatur.

Until the time of the Revolutionary War, markets

* Richard B. Morris, Government and Labor in Early America
(New York, 1946), 129.

** Richard B. Morris, Government and Labor in Early America
(New York, 1946), 113.

t Richard B. Morris, Government and Labor in Early America
(New York, 1946), 113. .
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were continuously expanding to link up with those of
adjoining communities, making regulation even in peace-
time an increasingly difficult task. The newer markets
were growing beyond the technical and political scope
of local administrators.

The persistent shortage of skilled workers and the
necessity of higher wages to attract labor contradicted
the principle of fixing wage maximums, and although
population increased rapidly—New Jersey’s had risen
from 61,000 in 1745 to well over 100,000 by the eve of
the Revolution—the growth in demand for labor so
far outstripped the supply that the regulatory system
could not contain the mounting pressures.

The high wages prevailing in colonial America enabled
many workmen to save enough to purchase farms, and,
thereby, reduced the supply of industrial labor. Open
lands and agricultural opportunities often attracted in-
dustrial labor, pushing wages upward and placing still
more pressure on the weakening and increasingly irra-
tional wage controls.

The higher income of American workmen must have
contributed to the workers’ indifference or opposition
to regulation. Class attitudes were probably affected by
the high standard of living and the upward social
mobility American society has always afforded. Neither
colonial workers, nor their successors were class conscious,
and this accounts in great part for their acceptance of
capitalism and their rejection of socialism. It is likely
that some roots of this “classless” tradition originated
in the material conditions of the colonial period. Doubt-
less, too, since many of immigrant workers had left
their homelands to escape regulation, they would nat-
urally oppose it in America as well.

Occupational differentiation and separation moved
along with the growth of markets and the breakdown of
public regulation. Capitalists became separated and dis-
tinct from wage earners. The gradual separation of
occupational functions had become sufficiently clear by
the eve of the Revolution so that it was possible for
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trade unions to emerge. And organizations for mutual
assistance, friendly societies, did appear prior to the
Revolution. However, judging from their character and
operations, these organizations appear to be cantecedents
of trade unions. Like trade unions, they were organized
on an occupational basis and provided sick and death
benefits, but they included both masters and journeymen,
which is rarely the case among unions.

There are a few examples of protests and strikes by
workers, such as the strike of carpenters at the Hibernia
Iron Works in New Jersey in 1774, but the workers’
concerted action was not initiated by an organization
and did not result in a permanent union.

Further sharpening of the economic differences be-
tween workers and employers was arrested by their joint
response to British imperial policy in 1776. In this way,
political or “national” interest arrested the rise of trade
unions. The War intensified a feeling of ‘“national
solidarity,” further sublimating the conflict of economic
interests and, therefore of organization along economic
lines. In the early national period, the economic con-
flicts re-appeared and the first well-established organiza-
tions of labor along with them.

In Newark, the demise of economic controls by the
end of the War is reflected in advertisements for skilled
labor. Thus, one Gerret Sickles advertised in 1781 for
journeymen shoemakers, “who understood the making
of boots, stuff shoes, etc. They will find constant em-
ployment and wages.” *

The emergence of labor as a separate economic group
is indicated by the report that in Newark’s Fourth of
July parade of 1788, “among the foremost marchers were
cordwainers, (shoemakers), preceded by Mr. Plumb on
a stage with four journeymen at work . . . with their
tools.” **

* Frank J. Urquart, 4 History of the City of Newark (New York,
1913), 503.

** Frank J. Urquart, 4 History of the City of Newark (New York,
1913), 508.
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By the last decade of the eighteenth century govern-
mental regulations of the labor market and the economy
which had been brought to this country with the earliest
settlements were largely displaced by the doctrine of
laissez faire. As the network of controls was abandoned,
labor and business soon began to emerge as separate
answer to the problems of maintaining and improving
their economic positions. For workers, the primary
answer to the problems of manufacturing and improving
living standards came to be the trade union. They did
not eschew the possibility of laws to win their objectives,
but their earliest efforts were usually rebuffed, as in
the case of the weavers of Somerset County mentioned
above.

In New Jersey, political recognition was given labor
by the law of 1807 eliminating property qualification for
voting. This amounted to political recognition of labor
as an economic group within the state.
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II

FORERUNNERS OF MODERN
UNIONS
1794-1860

’EADE UNIONS APPEARED in Newark probably within
twenty years of their initial appearance in this country,
an event which took place in Philadelphia in 1794. The
Newark union, like the first one in Philadelphia, was
of shoemakers.*

However, the Newark union did not last very long,
apparently disbanding under the impact of the depres-
sion beginning in 1815 and lasting until 1820. There-
after, from 1820 to about 1830, very few if any unions
were formed in Newark or elsewhere in the state, al-
though some Paterson workers in a Fourth of July
celebration in 1823 declared: “May the mechanics of
Paterson always feel themselves as independent of their
employers as their employers are of them.” **

Following the depression of 1827-1832, the tempo of
union organization in New Jersey picked up. Unions
appeared among shoemakers in Newark, Orange, Pater-
son, and New Brunswick. Unions were also organized

* The Webbs defined a trade union as “a-continuous association
of wage earners for the purpose of maintaining or improving the
conditions of their working lives.” Beatrice and Sidney Webb, The
History of Trade Unionism (London, 1920), 1.

** Frank T. DeVyver, “The Organization of Labor in New Jersey

Before 1860 (Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Princeton, 1934),
36.
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among curriers (processors of hides for leather manu-
facture), saddlers and harness makers, tailors, carpenters,
masons, painters, building laborers, stone cutters, and
teamsters. Most of these were in Newark.

Among the various occupations and industries being
organized in New Jersey, two stand out in this period:
leather manufacturing and the building trades. By far
the most active were the unions in leather processing.
Among the shoemakers no less than three unions were
known to have functioned in Newark in the early 1830’s,
the Union Benevolent Society of Journeymen Cord-
wainers, the Boot Makers Society, and the Journeymen
Boot Fitters Society. Along with the unions of curriers
and harness makers, the presence of these unions makes
clear that at this time Newark was a leading center of
leather manufacture.

The geographic scope of the first unions was the town
or city, embracing as many employers as possible. Nearly
all the unions were made up of skilled workers. How
they were formed, carried out strikes, and prevented
strike-breakers from taking their jobs is illustrated by
the activities of the earliest union in America: the Fed-
eral Society of Cordwainers. Although a Philadelphia
union, it had some members as far away as Trenton.*

From the record of a court case involving this union
in 1806 we learn that whenever shoemakers came into
town they soon learned via the grapevine, or were di-
rectly informed by members, that there was a union in
the trade and that all were expected to join. Failure to
join was ‘“‘scabbing” and scabs were ostracized—or worse
—by union members. One who did scab explained what
it meant:

. . . no man would set upon the seat where I worked; that
they would neither board or work where I was unless I
joined. By a seat I mean they would not work in the same

¢ John R. Commons et al. (eds), A Documentary History of
American Industrial Society (New York, 1958), III, 79.
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shop, nor board or lodge in the same house, nor would
they work at all for the same employer.*

When the union struck they used roving picket lines,
which were called “tramping committees,” to keep non-
union workers from the shop. Strike benefits were paid,
provided there were funds. Allowances were half-a-dollar
a week per dependent and the same for the striker.

GROWTH OF MARKETs AND CITIES

The year 1794 not only recorded the establishment of
the first union but also the completion of the first
turnpike in the United States, between Philadelphia
and Lancaster, Pa. Thereafter, there were steady addi-
tions and improvements in the nations’ transportation
systems not only in roads, but also by means of canals,
and in the introduction of the steamboat.

While the steamboat accelerated traffic generally in
northerly-southerly directions, the canal-building pro-
gram improved east-west communications. With the
completion of the Erie Canal in 1825, and its immediate
success, the east-west directional barrier to transportation
began to give way. In New Jersey, the Morris Canal,
106 miles long, connected the Delaware River with
Jersey City and thus linked the hinterland of Pennsyl-
vania, via other canals, to the Port of New York. The
Delaware and Raritan Canal, farther south, provided a
similar connection; coal became its most important
commodity of commerce.

But hardly had the canal system achieved its greatest
successes when the railway age began, and the railways
were to dominate American industrial development for
the next century. Colonel John Stevens proved the
mechanical feasibility of the steam railway on his estate

* John R. Commons et al. (eds.), A Documentary History of
American Industrial Society (New York, 1958), III, 73.
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in Hoboken in 1825. The construction of railways for
commercial purposes began at about the turn of the
third decade. From that time to the outbreak of the
Civil War New Jersey increased its railway mileage from
61 miles of track in 1834 to 560 in 1860.* Railways soon
diverted passenger traffic from the canals, but it was
not until much later that the railways surpassed canals
as the principal conveyance for freight as well.

Improvements in transportation stimulated the growth
of towns and cities, but the spurt in urbanization in
New Jersey did not come about until after 1820. This
probably accounts for the slow start unions made in this
state.

In 1810, Newark had some 4800 inhabitants and a
decade later about 6500. By 1830, however, Newark’s
population had jumped to 11,000; and six years later,
a census taken after it became an incorporated city
reported nearly 20,000 persons. New Brunswick’s popula-
tion was 5900 in 1830. However, Paterson and Jersey
City were not even listed as separate cities by the census
in that year.

One of the industries earliest affected by the improve-
ments in transportation and the growth of urbanization
was shoemaking. Shoes were a major consumers’ staple
and were adaptable to market-production. Moreover,
shoemaking did not undergo any important changes in
manufacturing techniques until well into the nineteenth
century. Without any means of improving workers’ pro-
ductivity, the competitive pressures on wages in the
industry mounted with the continuing expansion of the
market.

To the shoemaker of Newark, the spread of markets
meant that employers “seemed determined to compel
us to work for whatever sum they may stipulate, in order
to undersell each other, or monopolize the whole busi-
ness, or to be enabled thereby to live in luxury, while

* H. Wilson (ed.), Outline History of New Jersey (New Bruns-
wick, 1950), 71.
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those who work for them can scarcely obtain the common
necessaries of life.” *

Hat workers felt the same competitive pressures, but
the pressures came to bear on them in different ways.
For the hatters, the competition came about through the
movement of workers from city to city, and from the
sale of hats made abroad, particularly in England. Thus
the Newark hat workers “resolved to stop ‘itinerant’
apprenticeship, as well as the admission of men too
worthless or too unstable to remain in any other busi-
ness,” ** and to require a five-year apprenticeship, limit
journeyman status to those twenty-one years of age or
over, and to impose a closed shop, that is, require
membership in the union as a conditicn of obtaining
a job.

To meet the competition of English-made hats, the
Journeymen Hatters of Newark declared their support
of Henry Clay’s American System, that is, for high tariffs:
“We view,” they said, “any attempt to lessen the existing
duties on hats as directly tending to injure our trade,
and that it is the duty of every journeyman hatter to
express his opinion freely upon this subject, and to every
exertion to protect this branch of American manufac-
tures.”+ As a mark of esteem for Henry Clay, the
Newark hatters presented him with a new hat.

Like the Journeymen Hatters, the Newark saddlers
and harness makers had to meet foreign competition
and therefore, like the hatters, they, too, supported a
high tariff on their products. As a consequence of their
support of high tariffs, many workers in New Jersey and

* Frank T. De Vyver, “The Organization of Labor in New Jersey
Before 1860” (Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Princeton Uni-
versity, 1934), 20, quoting the Newark Daily Advertiser, April 26,
1836.

**Frank T. De Vyver, “The Organization of Labor in New Jersey
Before 1860” (Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Princeton Uni-
versity, 1934), 56.

t Frank T. De Vyver, “The Organization of Labor in New Jersey
Before 1860” (Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Princeton Uni-
versity, 1934), 53.
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throughout the country supported Whig candidates
rather than Democrats.

Printing was also affected by the movement of labor
and therefore unions appeared early in this industry as
well, except in New Jersey. It is puzzling that although
there were numerous newspapers in the major towns of
the state, the first printing union, an organization in
Trenton, does not appear until after 1850. Moreover, it
seems to have been formed as a result of the desire of
the local printers to belong to the national union of
printers then being organized. Unions of printers do
not appear in Newark until about 1857, and in Jersey
City until 1860.

The shoemakers’ unions were the most active, at least
as evidenced by the number of strikes they conducted.
Shoe unions struck in Orange in 1832, again in 1835,
in Newark in 1835 and 1836, and in Paterson in 1837.
After a strike, a shoemakers’ union in New Brunswick
obtained a closed shop in 1836 when the employers
agreed “not to give employment to any journeymen,
except to a member of the Cordwainers Society of the
City.” *

Wages were the typical cause of strikes. Either em-
ployers sought to reduce them because of competition
and business conditions, or unions wanted to raise them
to meet increases in the cost of living.

In 1835, for example, a Newark shoeworkers’ union
struck because a wage demand to meet higher prices was
refused: “It is well known,” they said, “that our country
is in a state of unparalleled prosperity. Money is plenti-
ful; all the common necessaries of life have advanced
in price; house rents have risen, in this place, from 10
to 30 per cent.” **

* Frank T. DeVyver, “The Ofganization of Labor in New Jersey
Before 1860” (Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Princeton Uni-
versity, 1934), 20, quoting the Newark Daily Advertiser, April 26,
1836.

*# Frank T. DeVyver, “The Organization of Labor in New Jersey
Before 1860” (Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Princeton Uni-
versity, 1934), 20-21, quoting the Newark Daily Advertiser, May 23,
1835.
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In this strike the shoe union had the moral—and
some material—support of other Newark trade unions
and, most important of all, support of the city-wide
association of unions formed a year earlier, the Newark
Trades Union.

The Newark curriers struck in 1836 for higher wages.
Later they joined curriers’ unions in New York and
Brooklyn in attempting to establish a uniform wage
scale, but without success. The saddle and harness makers
also struck in 1836. Their demand was higher wages.
Building trades unions in Newark, Trenton, and New
Brunswick joined in the rash of strikes in 1835-1836, to
gain a shorter, ten-hour work day as well as to raise
wages.

As a rule the strikes of this period were successful,
at least in part, because times were prosperous—and
indeed inflationary, what with an outpouring of notes
by state banks.

Economists like Henry Vethake, Professor of Mathe-
matics and Natural Philosophy at Queen’s College (now
Rutgers University) in 1813 and later Professor of
Natural Philosophy at the College of New Jersey (Prince-
ton), condemned the unions for striking to raise wages.
In his Principles of Political Economy (1844), he de-
clared that “no advantage can be derived, by the receiv-
ers of wages, from the trades’ unions.” He also stated:

Although . . . the action of the trades’ unions can hardly be
stigmatized as of a dishonest character, . ‘. . such action is,
nevertheless, a violation to a certain extent of the rights of
property. And if these rights may be once violated by the
trades’ unions, they may be again and again violated by them;
and the apprehension of this taking place would constitute
a check to the accumulation of capital with its usual rapidity;
inducing, in consequence, a fall of wages below the usual rate.

Consequently, trade unions are an unmixed evil
causing inconvenience to capitalists, laborers, and con-
sumers, Worst of all, according to Vethake,

they deny the notion maintained by political economists
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that the natural course of things, of “free competition,” is
most conducive to the interest of both rich and poor. Instead,
by their strikes to raise wages, they propagate the idea that
a never-ceasing struggle of poor against rich is necessary to
prevent the poor from being reduced to a bare subsistence.*

But even as they interfere with competition, the un-
ions’ efforts to raise wages are self-defeating, according
to Vethake:

If the unions could raise wages permanently, this would
outweigh all their disadvantages, for the prosperity of a
people depends primarily on wages being high. But unions
cannot do so because by reducing profits they retard capital
accumulation.**

Vethake didn’t expect his admonitions to be observed,
but he at least hoped that his reasoning would reach
“the evil-doers,” and “those who had hastily giver. them
encouragement on the ground that thereby they were
contributing to the greatest good of the greatest number.”

NEWARK TrADES UNION

The growth of the unions in Newark during the
early 1830’s led to the formation in 1834 of a city-wide
federation of unions, the Newark Trades Union. It
included unions from Orange and Paterson as well as
Newark, and at its peak a total of 16 were associated,
with a membership of nearly 1200. A similar federation
was formed in New Brunswick in 1836. Thus, New
Jersey had 2 of the 13 city associations operating in
the country at this time.

The purpose of the Newark Trades Union, as stated
in its constitution, was “to promote the general welfare

* Joseph Dorfman, The Economic Mind in American Civilization
(New York, 1946), II, 736-737.

** Joseph Dorfman, The Economic Mind in American Civilization
(New York, 1946), II, 737.

<y 22 Be



You Are Viewing an Archived Copy from the New Jersey State Library

of Mechanics of the town of Newark, and to sustain their
pecuniary interests.” (Appendix A.)

Officers of the Newark Trades Union consisted of a
president, vice-president, recording and corresponding
secretary, treasurer and a finance committee. All were
elected semi-annually by secret ballot. The constitution
provided for regular monthly meetings with representa-
tion of affiliated unions based on their membership.
Monthly dues were set at 614 cents per member.

Assistance to affiliated unions on strike was authorized
only if the member union had been affiliated for at
least six months, and if the strike had been authorized
by two-thirds of the affiliated unions. Among those
unions whose strikes were sanctioned by the Newark
Trades Union were three Newark shoe unions, a hatters
and a shoemakers union of Orange, and a carpenters
union of Paterson.

New unions were admitted upon written application
to the secretary and approval by a majority of the affili-
ated unions.

The constitution forbade the Newark Trades Union
from considering or acting on political or religious issues.

From its statement of purpose, it is evident that the
Newark Trades Union was one of the first labor associa-
tions in the country to rely on the economic or trade
union approach to maintain and . improve the living
standards of its members. In this regard they anticipated
the viewpoint of the American Federation of Labor
founded more than half a century later.

Beside giving aid to its affiliated unions, the Newark
association kept in touch with labor developments else-
where in the country. The association entertained a
group of Boston unionists visiting New Jersey in a cam-
paign to enlist nation-wide support for a ten-hour day.

In the same year (1834) that the Newark unions set
up their city association, they also sent delegates to New
York to participate in forming a nation-wide association
of local unions, the National Trades Union.

Newark delegates played a leading and Cassandra-like
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role at the founding convention. A Newark shoemaker
urged that the new National Trades Union concentrate
on fostering unions in order to gain higher wages for
workers, and to avoid involvement in politics. He argued
that if the organization embraced politics it would even-
tually array one of the major political parties against
labor to the disadvantage of the workers. His advice was
“to organize and to improve their conditions.” * How-
ever, the National Trades Union rejected the Newarker’s
advice and became deeply involved in politics.

The decision divided and weakened the new organiza-
tion and contributed to its demise in the severe depres-
sion of 1837. Indeed, the depression was so deep that
the Newark Trades Union, the New Brunswick Trades
Union, and most of the local unions in New Jersey
(and the country) succumbed.

Shoemakers’ unions in New Jersey in the 1830’s antici-
pated the future development of national unions. In
1835 they joined with shoe-workers from other cities and
states in New York to establish a national organization
in their trade. Among the 45 delegates were representa-
tives from Newark, Elizabethtown, Rahway, Orange,
Paterson, Bloomfield, Clinton, and New Brunswick. The
first convention was, however, the last, as the organiza-
tion foundered under the depression of 1837. It was just
a little ahead of its time.

TEXTILE LABOR

About the time skilled workers in New Jersey’s leading
towns were forming unions in industries untouched by
the industrial revolution, workers in the first industry
to enter the machine age, cotton textiles, found them-
selves unable to organize unions. Indeed, over the next
century, unionization continued to elude most of the

* E. B. Mittleman, “Trade Unionism,” Part III in J. R. Commons
et al. (eds), History of Labour in the United States (New York,
1918), I, 426.
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textile workers despite the best efforts of the workers
themselves, business unionists, socialists, syndicalists, and
communists.

The importance of cotton textiles in New Jersey dated
from the early national period. The principal and, until
the Civil War, virtually exclusive center was Paterson.
Its proximity to water power and the types of water
necessary for certain processes early marked Paterson
as an advantageous locale for cotton textile production.
The Society for the Establishment of Useful Manufac-
tures promoted by Alexander Hamilton established one
of the first mills in the town.

The industry came to rely heavily on low-wage female
and child labor, because the machine made it possible
to use unskilled women and children. Giving useful
employment to children (whether consciously hypocriti-
cal or not) was in vogue. Free public education was, as
yet, not available. Long hours were customary. As a
result, labor relations were fraught with great potential
stresses, which exploded into bitter and even bloody
events. The dangers under these conditions are suggested
by Sarah N. Cleghorn’s lines:

The golf links lie so near the mill
That almost every day

The laboring children can look out
And see the men at play.

Child labor was used in New Jersey’s cotton mills
from the very beginning as indicated by the following
excerpt from a letter written in 1794. A mill manager
wrote to one of the directors and owners protesting
frequent visits by ladies and gentlemen curious to see
the new mill:

It will be proper to suggest to your consideration that
parties of gentlemen and ladies should never on any pretence
be admitted—it will be impossible to keep the children to
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their work whilst this is suffered, and the Society cannot
afford to keep up such an establishment as a Show Shop.*

A report on employment in cotton spinning in Pater-
son around 1820 indicates the industry’s heavy depend-
ence on child labor: “From a calculation made by one
of the manufacturers, it appears that there are 13 cotton
spinning establishments with about 17,000 spindles, em-
ploying between 60 and 70 men, 50 or 60 women, and
600 children in the spinning departments alone.**

The skilled occupations, such as weaving, employed
men and were organized from time to time, although
not until late in the nineteenth century.

The first clash between Paterson textile employers and
their employees began in 1828 over the issue of re-
scheduling the dinner hour from noon to one o’clock.
It should be pointed out that the working day com-
menced about dawn and lasted until evening. Thus,
there was a long stretch between breakfast and the
midday meal.

The strike appears to be the first in the country
involving factory operations. The strikers lost but re-
ceived nation-wide publicity and sympathy. Probably
as a result of the notoriety, the employers re-established
the noon lunch hour.

A more serious struggle between employer and workers
in cotton textiles occurred in 1835. A strike lasting six
weeks and involving a reported 2000 people in 20 fac-
tories began on July 3, 1835, over the length of the
working day, payment of wages in script, the withholding
of one week’s wages, fines for tardiness, and the con-
temptuous manner in which the employers treated rep-
resentatives of the workers.

The principal demand was to reduce the working

* Letters of Peter Colt to Nicholas Low, 15 July 1794. Special
Collections on New Jersey, Rutgers University, New Brunswick.

** Frank T. De Vyver, “The Organization of Labor in New Jersey
Before 1860 (Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Princeton Uni-
versity, 1934), 140.
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day. However, the actual hours themselves were in
dispute. The workers claimed children worked 1314
hours; the employers, claimed it was, on average, 1115.
The demand was for 11 hours, for 5 days of the week,
and 9 on Saturday.

Whatever the actual hours, they were doubtless long
as a comment on a suggestion to establish free schools
at night for children and apprentices in the cotton mills
brought out:

A night school would not benefit the mill hands inasmuch as
they could not attend it—it is a well known fact that the
children have to rise ere dawn of day, consume their morning
meal by candle light and trudge to the mill to commence
their labor ere the rising of the sun; at noon a very short
time is allowed them for dinner, and their labor terminates
at what is called 8 o’clock at night, but which is really (by
the time they have their frames cleaned) much nearer 9
o’clock. They then take supper and immediately retire to bed
in order that they may arise early in the morning—this being
the mode of labor pursued in this and other manufacturing
towns.*

The issues and the participants being what they
were, the stoppage soon attracted wide attention (like
the earlier strike) and developed bitter partisanship on
both sides. Locally, the Newark Trades Union sent
financial support and encouragement. It also formed a
committee which it sent to Paterson to report on the
strike. Workers’ groups and unions also joined in sending
relief and moral support. In New York, a meeting was
held at Tammany Hall to raise money in support of
the strikers.

The strike ended in a degree of compromise: 12 hours
for the first 5 days and 9 on Saturdays. However, the
children of parents who actively supported the strike
were blacklisted. As for unions, none was established
and the industry remained unorganized.

* Frank T. De Vyver, “The Organization of Labor in New Jersey

Before 1860” (Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Princeton Uni-
versity, 1934), 145, quoting the Courier, Nov. 19, 1833.
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PoLiTICAL ACTION

Politics did interest workers, although unionists were
often divided on the usefulness of the approach. In the
period 1830 to 1837, workers and some unions carried
on their political activities through newly organized
political parties known as Workingmen’s parties. How-
ever, these were not made up solely or even primarily
of workers, nor did they espouse radical changes such
as the abolition of private property. Professional men
and small businessmen as well as workers belonged to
the Workingmen’s parties; their goals were social and
political reform.

Three such parties were formed in Newark, one in
1830, another in 1834, and the last in 1836. They did
not have a continuous existence nor, does it appear, did
they enjoy the united backing of workers. Many workers
believed their economic interests were more often par-
allel to their employers’, particularly on the tariff ques-
tion, and they so expressed themselves in letters to the
local paper in Newark.

Some successes were scored in electing candidates by
the Newark Workingmen’s parties, but their impact
was small by comparison with the Reform (or Working:-
men’s) Party of Trenton. The latter was active in a
later period, from 1847 to 1860, but it pressed for the
same issues previously demanded by the Workingmen’s
parties in Newark and, for that matter, in the country
as a whole.

Among the leading reforms demanded were free public
education, abolition of real property qualifications to
hold office (real property ownership had not been a
requisite for voting in the State since 1807); a 10-hour
working day and greater limitations on the hours of
child labor; exempting the first $200 or so of a debtor’s
property from seizure and sale, abolition of imprison-
ment for debt, a mechanics lien law, abolition of wage
payments in script; direct popular election of Senators;
taxing the income from bonds, stocks, and mortgages;
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restricting or banning the use of convict labor in the
production of goods.

A number of these reforms were enacted in New
Jersey in 1851 under the administration of Governor
George F. Fort. Imprisonment for debt, nominally
abolished in 1842, was banned in the new State Consti-
tution of 1844. The legislature exempted from seizure
the first $200 of a debtor; removed the property qualifi-
cation for holding public office; limited working hours
to 10 in cotton, wool, silk, paper, glass, flax, iron and
brass manufacturing, and the minimum age of employ-
ment to ten years. However, the limitations on hours
and child labor were not enforced.

Most significant of the acts of the Reform legislature
of 1851 was the adoption of a free public school law.
While many parties claim credit for this, Frank T.
De Vyver concluded that it was the middle class re-
formers, not trade unionists or workers, who deserve
the major plaudits:

The movement for free public schools in New Jersey does
not appear to have been a workingman’s movement though
there is no doubt that both in Newark and in Trenton the
Workingmen’s parties supported it. . . . The conclusion must
be that it was the reformers who led for free education for
all. The workingmen of the state were undoubtedly back of
the movement, but they represented only one section of the
great movement for free universal education.*

The same was true elsewhere in the country. Thus,
George R. Taylor observed that “it now appears that
the leadership and much of the impetus [for tax sup-
ported schools] came not from urban workers but from
the middle class.” **

* Frank T. De Vyver, “The Organization of Labor in New Jersey
Before 1860” (Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Princeton Uni-
versity, 1934), 329-330.

** G. R. Taylor, “Preface to Vols. V and VL” in J. R. Commons
et al. (eds.), 4 Documentary History of American Industrial
Society (New York, 1958), IX.
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Among the leading figures in the Trenton reform
group were Dr. Charles Skelton, physician, small busi-
nessman, and in his youth an apprentice shoemaker;
Franklin S. Mill, newspaper owner and publisher, mayor
and justice of the peace; Charles W. Jay, publisher,
editor, city clerk, and one-time official in the Philadel-
phia Customs House. Skelton, by far the most popular
reformist leader, was elected to Congress twice as a
Democrat, serving from 1851 to 1855 in a seat that here-
tofore had been safely Whig.

UTtoPIAN REFORM AND AGRARIANISM

After the depression of 1837 wiped out most of the
unions and associations of unions, there was no resur-
gence of union organization accompanying the business
revivals of 1843 and 1846. Instead of a renewal of union
organization there was a pause, a period of new ex-
perimentation for labor, a turn toward utopian systems
of social organization and land reform. These move-
ments represent a distinct break with the previous history
of labor.

Trade unions did exist, but their number was few.
For example there was a Saddlers’ and Harness Makers’
Union in Newark which demanded and won a wage
increase in 1844. A hatters’ union, also in Newark,
joined with hatters from New York and perhaps from
other nearby states in an effort to get a uniform wage
in the industry. Employers who acceded to these demands
were declared “fair” while those which did not were
labeled “foul.” Newark had some of each. Shoemakers
in Burlington were reported on strike in 1845; likewise
shoemakers in Trenton struck in 1847 and 1848. In all
three instances, demands for higher wages were responsi-
ble for the disputes.

Compared to the number of unions and strikes of
the 1830’s, however, the number from 1840 to 1850 was
very small. Perhaps the sparseness of union organization
may be attributed to the weakness of the unions in
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facing the depression of 1837, and the poor economic
conditions and misery that characterized the decade of
the 1840’s. Until the gold discoveries in California in
1849 sparked a more pronounced prosperity, the decade
was known as the “hungry forties.” In Trenton, for
example, there were continuing efforts by philanthro-
pists, reformers, and workers to help the unemployed.

Instead of unions and strikes, the dominant theme
of the period was a turn to alternatives to capitalism.
But the philosophic point of view of the utopian and
agrarian movements was reactionary and unreal. They
favored a return to a fictional, historic past, or a social
order that came from the drawing-board, and rejected
the industrial revolution, capitalism, and an urban way
of life. In essence, they rejected life as it was in favor
of life as it might be. The principal movements were
Association, Agrarianism, and Cooperation.

These movements were based on esoteric theorization
and programs of social re-organization, and were chiefly
the work of intellectuals rather than workers. Roughly
from 1840 to the early 1850’s, middle-class intellectuals
dominated labor’s philosophy and interests. Meanwhile,
the organization of unions receded into the background.
Because the intellectuals did dominate the labor scene
in this period, and because of the failure of these
movements to achieve significant results for labor, the
union movement in this country has ever since been
wary of intellectuals and their theorizations about the
social order. It partly explains the conservative outlook
of so many labor leaders and labor programs which
came afterward.

The Associationists favored social arrangements that
would enable men to express their natural bent toward
cooperation rather than competition. It rejected the
theory of class struggle. The outstanding example of
associationist theory in practice was Charles Fourier’s
Phalanx, an ideal cooperative community which was to
consist of from 1500 to 1600 persons living together in
a single building. The members were not to be equal in
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status and income. The income of the phalanx was to
be allocated five-twelfths to labor, four-twelfths to capital
and three-twelfths for special talents. The economy was
based on agriculture, with an admixture of private and
common ownership. The idea originated in France and
was brought to America by Albert Brisbane, father of
the Hearst newspaperman, Arthur Brisbane. However,
it was Horace Greeley who gave the idea an opportunity
to. be tried. During the 1840’s more than forty communi-
ties were established, most of them failing in short order.

The most successful was the North American Phalanx
established in September, 1843, near Freehold, New
Jersey. Little more than a year later, it consisted of 77
members of whom 26 were children under sixteen; and
its land was valued at $28,000. Eight years later, mem-
bership had risen to 112, and thc property holdings to
$80,000. However, a split developed in 1855, with the
secessionists moving to Raritan Bay and forming a
new phalanx there. Within two years the North Ameri-
can ended in failure: perhaps due to a fire that destroyed
a mill and the crop, perhaps to further disagreement
among the inhabitants.

The New Jersey Phalanx attracted many famous visi-
tors. Horace Greeley often visited the North American
Phalanx, reportedly being fond of “snoozing in a rocker
on the porch of the phalanastery * (the apartment-like
housing unit of a phalanx). In addition, Greeley became
a vice-president of the community. Georges Clemenceau,
later Prime Minister of France, came to see the Phalanx
when he was a young doctor in New York. George
Arnold, writer and poet died there; while Alexander
Woollcott, noted critic, was born on the grounds of the
North American Phalanx in 1887, the grandson of John
Bucklin who had been a member. Most of the buildings
of the Phalanx were destroyed by fire in 1854. Shortly
afterward, in the winter of 1855-1856, the society
disbanded.**

* Asbury Park Press, Oct. 18, 1964.
** Harold F. Wilson, “The North American Phalanx,” in the
Proceedings of The New Jersey Historical Society, LXX, 1952, 208.
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The second of the new schemes, Agrarianism, proposed
to give public land free to those who would till it and
set up rural townships. It had little appeal to labor in
New Jersey. At a meeting in Newark in 1845 of the
National Reform Association, an organization devoted
to free public land, a total of 40 persons was reported
present. No subsequent involvement of labor groups in
Newark is known.

Likewise, a New Jersey association for free soil, organ-
ized in 1851, dropped out of sight by 1852. As De Vyver
noted, such movements “do not form an important part
of the history of labor in New Jersey.”

On the other hand, Cooperation had a distinctly prac-
tical appeal to urban workers and unionists. Their prob-
lems were not going to be solved in the new communities
of the wilderness, but Cooperation could take root in a
city, and therefore was a possible alternative to capitalism..

Both producers and consumers cooperatives were at-
tempted. Producers’ cooperatives, it was thought, would
overcome industrial strikes and warfare and eventually
perhaps replace the private system of production. In
New Jersey, coachmakers in Rahway set up a producers’
cooperative in 1859, which may have lasted through the
Civil War. However, like the Association schemes, the
producers’ cooperatives movement also failed. A variety
of reasons accounted for its demise: inadequate and im-
proper organization, lack of good management, compe-
tition from private enterprise, and the Civil War.

Similar factors contributed to the failure of consumers’
cooperatives. In New Jersey, a consumers cooperative
was established in Upper Rahway in 1852. Other coop-
eratives appeared in Trenton in 1854 and Jersey City in
1859, but these, too, did not survive the Civil War.

REvVIVAL OF UNIONISM
Workers gradually turned away from utopianism and

land reform, and under the encouragement of more
favorable times actively began to organize unions in the
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decade of the 1850’s. The issue which led to a definite
break between union' labor and the intellectual re-
formers was labor’s demand for shorter hours with no
reduction in pay. The reformists favored shorter hours,
but with a proportionate reduction in pay. New Jersey’s
ten-hour law of 1851 left the issue unsettled, so when
the law was applied in Paterson’s textile mills, employers
reduced workers’ pay. A strike followed which was
settled with a compromise.

Henry Vethake, in keeping with his strong belief in
competition and laissez faire condemned laws regulating
the hours of work as well as unions. Unlike the re-
formers, he was at least consistent in his views:

“Since laws reducing hours in effect raise wages, they
too are vicious,” he stated. Like union demands for wage
increases, “‘they mean a fall in the rate of profits.”

Even more alarming, however, Vethake foresaw a
Malthusian rise in population following an increase in
wages, but then a return to former levels as the in-
creased labor supply depressed wages. Thus, unions and
labor in New Jersey or the country could not escape
Ricardo’s iron law of wages. As Vethake put it:

The rise in wages will lead to the increase of population
with unusual rapidity; while the fall in the rate of profits
will lead to a less rapid accumulation of capital. Thus wages
will fall gradually to their former rate and so closely approach
it as to be no sufficient compensation to society for the vio-
lation of the rights of property implied in every compulsory
raising of the wages rate.*

Labor attitudes and techniques underwent a marked
change in the decade before the Civil War. Labor ac-
cepted capitalism, the workers’ position in it as wage-
earners, the inevitability of industrial disputes, and that
workers ought to rely primarily on themselves to gain
improvements in their living standards. It was a more

* Joseph Dorfman, The Economic Mind in American Civilization
(New York, 1946), II, 737.
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limited approach but one that was definite and possible
of attainment.

Partly as a result of these changes, and because of
imProving business, there was a marked revival of
unionism during the fifties. The continued growth of
the cities between 1850 and 1860 sharply increased the
demand for building tradesmen and led to the resurgence
of unions among carpenters, masons, painters, laborers,
and stone cutters in Newark, Trenton, Paterson, Jersey
City, and Burlington. The building trades revived with
the brightening of economic conditions in the late 1840’s.

Women organized unions in ladies’ hat manufacturing
in Newark. One, the Milliners Union, was established
in 1850; another, the Hat Trimmers, in 1859. Some dress-
makers were organized, too. The girls were reported as
“obliged to labor at least eleven hours per day, and
on Saturday usually sixteen hours.” In trying to reduce
their hours in 1850, the Milliners appealed to the “Ladies
of Newark and the influence of gentlemen” to help
them, but with no success.

Male hatters organized in Orange and struck twice
in 1854 and 1857 over wages. A shoemakers’ society in
Newark struck in 1850 and again in 1852. Both strikes
were over wages, the first to resist a wage cut and the
second to gain a wage increase.

The movement toward national organization in a
trade was responsible for setting up a number of local
unions in New Jersey. Thus a printers local made its
first appearace in New Jersey when printers in Trenton
organized under the impetus of the national union of
printers. Similarly, a local union was formed among
printers in 1857 in Newark and another in Jersey City
in 1860.

The founding of the National Molders Union in 1859
contributed to the re-appearance of local unions in this
trade in Paterson in 1859, and in Jersey City in 1860.

After the Civil War, the national impetus to local
organization became more important. Hence, in order
to understand the local scene the orientation of labor
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history begins to shift more toward national develop-
ments.

The forerunners of the modern union movement in
New Jersey did not take root so soon as precursors in
other states did, notably those in Pennsylvania and New
York. This was largely due, it appears, to the lag of
urbanization in the State. In the early 1830’s, however, a
vigorous local union movement arose in Newark and
other towns primarily among skilled workers in leather
manufacturing and building.

In contrast, in cotton manufacturing, where the in-
dustrial revolution started, no unions were established
although there was a number of strikes reflecting the
poor working conditions in the mills.

The promising union movement among skilled
workers of the thirties disappeared under the depression
of 1837, and no important revival in organization took
place until the 1850’s. In that decade, a significant new
form of labor organization appeared on the scene: the
national union. Thereafter it became a factor which
increasingly affected the development of local unions.
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III

LABOR FEDERATIONS
1860-1890

Tﬂ: MODERN UNION MOVEMENT in New Jersey and the
Nation was not established until the end of the nine-
teenth century when two labor federations were organ-
ized: the New Jersey State Labor Congress in 1879, and
the American Federation of Labor in 1886. In 1883, the
State Labor Congress became the Federation of Trades
and Labor Unions of New Jersey, and this organization
affiliated with the American Federation of Labor about
1888.

Unionism’s break-through in New Jersey as in the
Nation was limited to skilled workers in the industries
in which technology lagged, while it left unorganized
the unskilled in the industries in which technology was
advancing most rapidly. Selig Perlman described affiliates
of the American Federation of Labor as existing “in
well-defined trades which were not affected by technical
changes.” *

Basically, the cause retarding a permanent union
movement in both New Jersey and the country were
the rapid growth of the economy, the workers’ ability
to move up in the social order, and the recurrent tides
of immigration.

For New Jersey unionists, the competition of foreign

* Selig Perlman, “Upheaval and Reorganization,” in J. R. Com-

mons et al. (eds.), History of Labour in the United States (New
York, 1918), II, 320.
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labor often meant loss of jobs and strikes. Thus, the
vice-president of the Freight Handlers’ Union of Jersey
City, in the last days of their strike in 1883 or 1884,
when the tide had turned against them and hope was
gone, exclaimed, “It’s that—Castle Garden [an immi-
gration center in New York City] that’s killing us.”

When forced to admit that the work he and his
brethren claimed as their specialty could be done and
well done by Italians and Hungarians, just a faint con-
ception of the source from which the strongest competi-
tion with his labor was coming dawned upon him, and
he like the dweller upon the Sand Lots of San Francisco,
was ready to take up the cry: “We are ruined by foreign
cheap labor.” *

Public policy, still primarily in the hands of the
courts, was opposed to limitations on a free market for
labor and therefore was usually against unions. Em-
ployer opposition, too, played an important role in
retarding unionism’s advance, but it would not have
been nearly so successful were not the technological and
economic factors already such formidable barriers.

While all national forces affecting labor from 1860
to 1890 influenced the course of unionism in New
Jersey as well, the first national association of labor
organizations to make a decisive impression in the state
were the Knights of Labor. The Knights did not come
into New Jersey until 1874, so we must briefly note
those developments which, between 1860 and 1874,
loomed most important on the national scene, and
which also affected local events.

The first of these was the Civil War. Initially, the
War hurt unionism. Southern unions were separated
from northern unions (some being locals of national
organizations), while hostilities at first caused a slow-
down in business and employment and a drop in union
organization. However, the government’s policy of pay-
ing for part of its war needs through borrowing and

* New Jersey Bureau of Statistics of Labor and Industries,
Seventh Annual Report, 1884, 295.
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successive issues of greenbacks quickly turned recession
into prosperity and fostered the revival and formation of
unions. Thus, between December, 1863, and December,
1864, the total number of unions increased from 79 to
270 for the country as a whole (the South excluded).
According to an authoritative history of American labor,
the number of unions in New Jersey increased only
from 4 to 10 in this period.* However, scattered evidence
from the Newark Daily Advertiser indicates that the
increase was much greater.

Another national force which affected the course of
unionism was the nation-wide extension of markets for
goods and labor by the railway system. Railway mileage
grew from just over 8000 miles in 1850 to nearly 31,000
miles by 1860, to 35,000 by the end of the Civil War,
and 53,000 miles by 1870. The East-West link was
completed on the first transcontinental railway in May,
1869. Railway mileage in New Jersey doubled between
1850 and 1860, and doubled again in the following
decade.

These forces—the Civil War and the nation-wide ex-
tension of markets—stimulated the development of na-
tion-wide forms of labor organization. In little over a
year, 1864-1865, ten new national unions were formed,
compared to five in the eight years between 1852 and
1860. Among the new nationals were such now familiar
organizations as the Cigar Makers, the Plasterers, the
Bricklayers and Masons, and the Painters.

One national union formed in 1859 which had a
number of local affiliates in New Jersey was the Iron
Molders union.** This union organized workers in stove
manufacture and hollow-ware. A local molders union
from Jersey City participated in the founding of the
national in Philadelphia, July 4, 1859. A leading figure

* John B. Andrews, “Nationalisation,” in J. R. Commons et al.,
History of Labour in the United States (New York, 1918), 19.

** Jonathan Grossman, William Sylvis, Pioneer of American
Labor (New York, 1945).
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in the national union came from that Jersey City local,
Isaac J. Neall. Neall was president of the national in
1860-1861 and continued to play an active role in the
union afterward. He was an associate of William Sylvis,
the Iron Molders’ most prominent leader and one of
the earliest labor leaders to gain nation-wide recognition.

During the Civil War there were local unions of the
Iron Molders in Paterson, Newark, and Elizabethport
as well as Jersey City. The local in Elizabethport struck
in 1864, but without conforming to the rules of the
national union. As a result, Sylvis urged a return to
work, thus ending the strike.

The New Jersey locals like most other molders’ locals
were wiped out in the wake of the depression after the
Civil War, which touched bottom in 1868.

Between 1865 and 1873, about 18 national unions were
set up, but how many locals in New Jersey joined or
were organized by the nationals in this period is un-
known. One local, Newark Typographical Local 103,
which was formed in 1867 as part of a national union,
still exists. It may well be the oldest, continuously func-
tioning union in the State. With the collapse of so many
national unions in the years 1873-1877 (a period of long
and severe depression) most locals in New Jersey no
doubt also disappeared.

In South Jersey, the New Jersey Bureau of Statistics
of Labor and Industry reported in 1878 that “the Hollow
Ware Glassblowers are the only numerous body of
workingmen in the district that have steadily maintained
a trade organization during the past fifteen years.” *

ATTEMPTS AT NATIONAL FEDERATION

The first national association of unions since the
National Trades Union of 1834-1837 was organized in
1864. It was the International Industrial Assembly of

* New Jersey Bureau of Statistics of Labor and Industry, First
Annual Report, 1878, 117-118.
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North America. However, the Assembly’s initial meeting
was also its last. For unknown reasons no organizations
from New Jersey attended the meeting held in Louis-
ville, Kentucky.

After the Civil War, in 1866, another nation-wide
association of unions was organized, the National Labor
Union. Among individuals from New Jersey whose ac-
tivities led to its formation were Isaac J. Neall, from
the molders union in Jersey City, N. H. Crane of the
curriers in Newark, and John Reed of the carpenters
in Jersey City. Within a short time after its founding,
the purely labor programs and policies of the National
Labor Union became secondary to those of farmers and
political reformers. Instead of being an association of
unions, as its name might suggest, the National Labor
Union became “a typical American politico-reform or-
ganization led by labor leaders without organizations,
politicians without parties, women without husbands,
and cranks, visionaries, and agitators without jobs.” *

Eventually, the National Labor Union formed a labor
party, the National Labor and Reform Party, but the
party was stillborn, since its presidential candidate for
the election of 1872, Judge David Davis of Illinois,
withdrew. The Party’s vice-presidential choice was Gov-
ernor Joel Parker of New Jersey.

The demise of the National Labor Union and its
political offspring was soon followed by a fresh attempt
at a national association, the Industrial Congress. The
Congress was organized just two months before the
financial panic of 1873, by a group of national unions,
the Iron Molders, the Machinists and Blacksmiths, the
Coopers, and the Typographical Union, and what might
have been a promising beginning was choked off by the
panic; the Congress, later re-named the Industrial Broth-
erhood, hung on until 1878. In New Jersey, branches of
the Industrial Brotherhood joined a national movement

* Norman Ware, The Labor Movement in the United States,
1860-1895 (New York, 1964), 11.
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in consumer cooperation, the Sovereigns of Industry, but
this group, too, was short lived, passing out of existence
in 1878.

The disintegration of the union movement continued
under the impact of the long depression of the 1870’s,
and did not revive until business activity improved in
1878. Initially, the trades assembly or council (an asso-
ciation of local unions in a city or county) showed the
quickest response to the improvement in economic con-
ditions. These performed on the economic, legislative,
and political levels giving affiliated unions the same
type of support as nationals gave their locals. They often
served a mediatory role between an affiliated local and
an employer, a function less suited to a national. They
also became leaders in the use of the boycott.

In New Jersey, several such local assemblies appear.
One of the first was the Newark Trades Assembly of
1879. Eight or nine organizations founded the Assembly.
Initially it was not very active, but between 1882 and
1886 it showed more vigor in advocating the abolition
of convict labor to produce goods sold in competition
with that produced by free workers.

The most important assembly, the Essex Trade Assem-
bly, was organized in 1880. Like the Newark Trades
Assembly, it was also originated by the Knights of Labor,
whose activities in New Jersey will be sketched here-
after. Unions as well as local assemblies of the Knights
were affiliated.

A Trades Assembly in Hudson County was set up
in May, 1885. The roster of officers suggests that this
assembly was made up more of trade union than Knights
of Labor members. Among the officers were a machinist,
an ironworker, an iron molder, and a stationary engineer,
trades which were usually organized by unions rather
than by the Knights.

National unions also revived under the more con-
genial economic climate after 1878. Locally, this meant
the formation of new unions belonging to a national
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union, a process which began slowly in 1878 and there-
after picked up considerable momentum through most
of the 1880’s. (See Table 3.) By 1881, the revival of
labor organization led to yet another attempt at asso-
ciation, the Federation of Organized Trades and Labor
Unions of the United States and Canada. Initially
comprising Knights of Labor and trade unionists, the
organization gradually became an association of trade
unions. However it was a weak organization and upon
its dissolution was succeeded by the American Federation
of Labor in 1886.

The establishment of the modern union movement
in the form of the American Federation of Labor was
not accomplished, however, without a sharp challenge
from a rival labor organization, the Knights of Labor.
The Knights preceded both the American Federation
of Labor and the Federation of Organized Trades and
Labor Unions of the United States and Canada, and
was the first national association of labor to make its
influence felt in New Jersey.

The organizer of the Knights was a native of New
Jersey, Uriah S. Stephens. Stephens was born in Cape
May in 1821. He was trained for the Baptist ministry,
taught school for a time, but earned his living as a
tailor. It is claimed that Stephens had traveled to
Europe and had been exposed to Marxist thought, but
if he had been, neither he nor the Knights showed evi-
dence of Marxist influence. As a brief examination will
show, the Knights’ program and actions shared little
with Communist thought and tactics.

Stephens organized the first unit of the Knights among
his fellow garment workers, six in number, in Phila-
delphia at the end of 1869. The unit was named a local
assembly. As the Knights grew, many other local assem-
blies were also organized on an occupational basis,
exactly like the locals of trade unions. However, still
other locals combined workers of diverse occupations.

Membership in the Knights was opened to all who
worked or had worked for a living except lawyers, doc-
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tors, bankers, purveyors of liquor, stockbrokers, and
professional gamblers. Thus, the Knights became an
organization embracing all classes of labor, unskilled
and skilled alike. In this it differed radically from the
trade unions who were made up almost exclusively of
skilled workers.

The program of the Knights rejected the class struggle
and with it conflict between workers and capitalists.
The Knights, at least its leadership, consequently op-
posed the strike. Their ultimate solution for labor was
the establishment of cooperative production and con-
sumption, and thus a cooperative commonwealth. As
Terence V. Powderly, successor to Stephens as Grand
Master Workman (President) of the national organiza-
tion of the Knights put it, “My belief that cooperation
shall one day take the place of the wage system remains
unshaken.” *

Initially, the Knights made little headway in organ-
izing, but with the depression of 1873, many unattached
locals and locals of disintegrating national unions turned
to the Knights for refuge in a storm. By the end of
1873 more than 80 locals located in or near the large
eastern cities, Philadelphia, New York, Trenton, Wil-
mington, and Boston, had joined the Knights of Labor.

Despite its aversion to strikes, the Knights did become
involved in and won important strikes in 1883-1884 and
again in 1885. These successes attracted thousands to
the organization. From a membership of just over 28,000
in 1880, the Knights increased their following to nearly
180,000 in 1883, and to over 700,000 by 1886. So large
were the Knights in that year that they dwarfed the
newly-born American Federation of Labor whose total
membership was a mere 138,000.**

But defeat was mixed with the victories as workers
became overconfident of the power of the Knights. They

* Quoted from Terence V. Powderly, The Path I Trod, in Foster
R. Dulles, Labor in America (New York, 1963), 137.

** Leo Wolman, The Growth of American Trade Unions 1880-
1923 (New York, 1924), Table 1, 32.
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turned too freely to strikes, and then most of them
ended in defeat, with great losses of membership for
the Knights of Labor.

In 1886, while still at their peak, the Knights chal-
lenged the AFL for supremacy in the labor movement.
It was a clash between a giant labor organization dedi-
cated to the principle of the solidarity of all labor,
unskilled as well as skilled, and a small group limiting
their interests and goals to the skilled. It would not be
a great exaggeration to contrast the two as the “labor
masses” (the Knights) versus the “labor aristocrats” (the
AFL).

Despite the great size of the Knights in 1886, the
contest was a David and Goliath affair, ending in the
defeat of the Knights and its ultimate downfall. The
Knights turned increasingly to politics and were finally
captured by agrarian reformers in 1893. By that year, its
number had dwindled to about 75,000; the AFL counted
some 260,000 members in 1893. In this way ended the
clash between an organization based on craft, represented
by the AFL, and an organization for all workers, in-
cluding the unskilled, represented by the Knights.

THE KNIGHTS IN NEW JERSEY

The impact of the Knights of Labor in New Jersey
was threefold: First, it stimulated the formation of many
local organizations, giving the State a period of active
organization the like of which had not been seen since
the early 1830’s.

Second, the Knights originated the labor association
which became the New Jersey State Federation of Labor,
AFL. (This organization retained its identity until be-
coming the State AFL-CIO in 1961.)

Finally, the Knights also founded other labor groups
which have continued to this day. Among these was the
Essex County Trades Assembly, the predecessor of the
present Essex County Trades Council, the leading county
association of unions in New Jersey.

The Knights first appeared in New Jersey at the end
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of 1873 or the beginning of 1874. The first local assem-
bly, one of stone cutters, was set up in Trenton either
in December, 1873, or January, 1874. The local assembly
traced its origins to a union which claimed to date back
to 1833. It was followed by another, Local Assembly 31,
consisting of ship caulkers in Camden. Other locals were
soon established so that by the fall of 1874, a District
Assembly was set up in Camden. However, it was more
an extension of the Philadelphia District Assembly than
a separate organization, and had vanished as an operat-
ing unit of the Knights by 1878. Window glass workers
in South Jersey became part of Local Assembly 300, a
national union.

Until 1885, the growth of the Knights was slow in
New Jersey. In 1886, its biggest year, over one hundred
assemblies joined the Knights. The New Jersey peak
corresponded to the Knights’ peak nationally. In 1887,
the total number of organizations within the New
Jersey Knights was over 240 (Table 1), but this number
was below the peak of the year before.

TABLE 1

NUMBER OF LOCAL ASSEMBLIEs 1874-1887 *

Year Number Year Number
1874 ** 3 1881 3
1875 1 1882 3
1876 1 1883 5
1877 9 1884 4
1878 1 1885 58
1879 6 1886 122
1880 1 1887 24
Total 241

* New Jersey Bureau of Statistics of Labor and Industry, Tenth
Annual Report, 1887, 117.

** The Bureau reports these as organized in 1873. Norman Ware,
in The Labor Movement in the United States, 1860-1890 (New
York, 1964), 30, dates these organizations as of December, 1873, or
January, 1874, and inclines to the later year. We have followed his
chronology.
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Nevertheless the Knights of Labor in New Jersey in
1887 greatly outnumbreed the trades unions both in the
number of organizations and in membership. Thus,
their total claimed state membership in 231 assemblies
was over 40,000 (Table 2). Compared to this the trades
unions, which did not belong to the Knights, claimed

TABLE 2

MEMBERSHIP, KNIGHTs OoF LABOR, BY INDUSTRY, 1887 *
Num-  Per Per
ber Cent Mem- Cent

of Assem-  of ber- of
blies Total ship Total

MANUFACTURING 140 59.1 24,658 61.2
Food, Drink, Tobacco 11 4.6 867 2.2
Apparel 10 4.2 1,914 4.7
Transportation Equipment 4 1.7 721 1.8

Chemical, glass, rubber,
clay, and stone products 27 11.4 3,840 9.5

Lumber and wood products 1 D) 50 o1
Textiles 27 11.4 6,598 16.4
Printing and Engraving 1 5 37 o
Leather and shoes 15 6.3 2,907 72
Machinery and metal
products 38 16.0 6,750 16.8
Paper and paper products 2 .8 69 s
Misc. manufacturing 4 1.7 905 22
NON-MANUFACTURING 39 164 4,162 104
Building 14 5.9 1,536 3.8
Transportation 18 7.6 2,005 5.0
(Railways)** 9 (38 (996)  (2.5)
Services 4 1.7 464 1.2
Retail and wholesale trade 3 1.2 157 4
NOT CLASSIFIED 58 245 11,455 28.4
Totals 287 + 1000 40,275 100.0

* New Jersey Bureau of Statistics of Labor and Industry, Tenth
Annual Report, 1887, 28 and 30.

** Included in transportation.

t Excludes four assemblies not reporting membership.
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about 18,000 members in some 158 organizations in New
Jersey.

Significantly, the Knights’ strength centered in manu-
facturing industries and embraced both skilled and un-
skilled workers. In this respect it was much like the
industrial composition of the unions of the Congress
of Industrial Organizations in our own times.

Women made up nearly 11 per cent of the Knights’
membership, compared to a much lower figure, about
3 per cent, for the trade unions, reflecting the Knights’
greater concern for and success in organizing the un-
skilled worker.

The number of trade unions functioning in New
Jersey in 1887 was far fewer than local assemblies of
the Knights. Information covering 126 of the 158 unions
reported in 1887 was available for the purpose of dating
the year of their formation (Table 3).

The oldest known union as of 1887 was an organiza-
tion of Brown Stone Cutters in Newark. It was not
affiliated with any national union and claimed 400
members. Of the total number of unions functioning
in 1887, 113 were affiliated with a national union and
45 were local independents.

Table 3 indicates that the union movement was mainly
formed in the 1880’s. Of the 126 unions reported in the
table, 98 were organized in the period 1880-1887. De-
funct unions are not recorded in the table and therefore
the activity of New Jersey workers in forming unions
was doubtless greater than the table shows. Nevertheless,
it does indicate that the union movement in New
Jersey moved with national trends.

In contrast to the Knights, the strength of the trade
unions was concentrated in skilled workers in non-
manufacturing industries, principally building, followed
by railway transportation (Table 4).

The manufacturing industries which had some trade
union representation were apparel (particularly hat-
making), clay, glass, and stone.

Geographically, the preponderance of trade union
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TABLE 3
NuMmBeErR OF TraDEs UNions 1834-1887 *

Year Number Year Number
1834 1 1878 2
1849 2 1879 6
1854 3 1880 5
1857 & 1881 10
1862 3 1882 4
1864 1 1883 3
1865 1 1884 12
1867 2 1885 18
1868 2 1886 24
1870 1 1887 22

Total 126

membership in 1887 like that of the Knights was in
northern New Jersey. Essex County led in membership
with most of its members concentrated in Newark. Then
came Hudson, followed by Passaic in third place. The
three counties together accounted for nearly 90 per cent
of the total.

Trade union apprenticeship practices in skilled occu-
pations that now characterize craft unions were already
widely regulated by New Jersey unions in 1887. Some
59 unions representing 19 trade occupations reported
regulation of apprentices, as did 27 local assemblies of
the Knights.

With respect to benefit features, 93 unions and 20
local assemblies provided these. Typical benefit pay-
ments made by unions in New Jersey are shown in Table
5. Annual dues for unionists ranged from $1.20 to $19.20;
the Knights’ dues averaged about $3.00 a year.** The
lower dues charged by the Knights indicates that they
organized lower-paid workers, and that they could not

* New Jersey, Bureau of Statistics of Labor and Industry, Tenth
Annual Report, 1887, 17.

** New Jersey Bureau of Statistics of Labor and Industry, Tenth
Annual Report, 1887.
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TABLE 4

MEMBERSHIP OF TRADE UNIONs By INDUSTRY, 1887 *
UNIONs FORMED ANUALLY IN NEW JERSEY *

Num-  Per Per
ber Cent Mem- Cent
of of ber- of

Unions Total  ship Total

MANUFACTURING 68 43.0 8,067 45.3
Food, Drink, Tobacco 11 6.9 1,192 6.7
Apparel 18 11.4 4,254 238.9
Transportation Equipment 2 1.3 188 1.1
Chemical, clay, rubber

glass, stone products 23 14.6 1,336 70
Textiles -— —
Lumber and wood products 1 .6 105 .6
Printing and engraving 5 3.2 388 2.2
Leather and shoes 1 6 55 3

Machinery and metal
products 5 3.2 374 21
Paper and paper products 1 -6 150 .8
Misc. manufacturing 1 .6 25 Al
NON-MANUFACTURING 90 570 9,723 54.7

Building ** 55 34.8 6,710 37.7
Transportation 30 19.0 2,411 13.6
(Railways) (28) (17.7) (2,096) (11.8)
Services 3 1.9 436 2.5
Retail and wholesale trade 2 1.3 166 9

Totals 158 100.0 17,790 100.0

as a rule finance benefit programs like those of the
higher-paid, skilled trade unionists. To get unemploy-
ment, sickness, retirement or other benefits, the low-
paid, unskilled workers would have to turn to the
government. And in fact, this is what happened. The
Knights and later groups who championed the “labor

* New Jersey Bureau of Statistics of Labor and Industry, Tenth
Annual Report, 1887, 24 and 26. %
** Adjusted to include two Associations in Monmouth County
' not included in the original table.
t Included in transportation.
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TABLE 5
BENEFIT PrROGRAMS OF TRrRADEs UNions, 1887 *
Weekly Allocation for:
An-
nual Unem-
Per ploy- Retire-
Union Capita ment Sickness ment
Engineers $15.58 $7.89 $2.84 $3.17
Carpenters and Joiners 14.07 7.93 3.41 .61
Steam Engine Makers 10.90 5.57 2.60 1.45
Bricklayers 6.95 — 3.56 .08
Compositors (London) 7.70 4.02 = =
Bookbinders 9.82 6.64 2.31 31
Blacksmiths 8.65 6.81 2.48 .46
Cabinet Makers 13.94 8.76 1.58 —
Cotton Spinners 15.26 4.50 -— 23
Railway Workers 4.70 28 .09 —

masses” continuously sought to improve the material
lot of the unskilled through protective labor legislation
and public programs of social security.

THE STATE LABOR CONGRESS AND FEDERATION

The most important result of the Knights' activities
in New Jersey was the founding of the State Labor
Congress in 1879. A successor organization affiliated itself
with the AFL about nine years later, in 1888. Thus,
contrary to the currently accepted version of the origin
of the New Jersey State Federation of Labor, AFL, the
Congress was a product of the Knights of Labor, not
the trade unions. Consequently, this invalidates the
claim of the State AFL to date its beginnings from
1879, seven years before the founding of the American
Federation of Labor.

The evidence for our conclusion is found in the
career of the founder of the State Labor Congress, John

* New Jersey Bureau of Statistics of Labor and Industry, Tenth
Annual Report, 1887, 150.
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W. Hayes, the founding of the Congress, the identity of
the founding labor organizations, the tactics of the
Congress, its program, and the history of the Congress
and the State Federation.

To begin with, Hayes, the founder of the State Labor
Congress, was one of the leading figures in the Knights
of Labor, and, in fact, was its last Grand Master Work-
man, from 1902 to 1917. Before that he had been the
secretary-treasurer of the Knights, and editor of its
journal, the National Labor Digest. He enjoyed a long
and intimate friendship with Terence V. Powderly,
probably the best known of the Grand Master Workmen,
and leader of the Knights at its peak. Hayes broke with
Powderly and contributed to his defeat in the presiden-
tial election of the Knights in 1893. So important was
Hayes in the Knights that “it was only when his
[Powderly’s] closest friend and associate, John W. Hayes,
turned against him in 1893 that the combined socialist
and farmer faction got him out.” *

Hayes was a member of the Railroad Telegraphers
Union, one of the two national trade unions to belong
to the Knights as a national trade district. He became
a telegrapher to earn a living after he lost his right
arm as brakeman on the Pennsylvania Railroad. It
seems reasonable to infer that Hayes was one of the
reasons the Railroad Telegraphers belonged to the
Knights.

At this time (in the late 1870’s and early 1880’s),
Hayes, like many of his contemporaries, could belong
both to the Knights and a trade union without any
conflict of loyalty. It was not until the struggle between
the Knights and the AFL broke out in the later part
of the 1880’s that dual membership clearly became a
violation of trade union principles. Then workers had
to choose between the narrow principle of exclusive
jurisdiction, the bedrock of the AFL, and the general
principle of “labor solidarity” of the Knights.

* Norman ]J. Ware, The Labor Movement in the United States,
1860-1895 (New York, 1964), 103.
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Hayes’ relations with the trade unionists was amicable
until the struggle between the Knights and the AFL
broke out in 1886. At that time Hayes stood with the
Knights and described the unions as selfish sectarians
who ignored the masses of workers.*

In 1929, in an address to the Convention of the New
Jersey State Federation of Labor, AFL, Hayes recounted
the origin and purposes of founding the State Labor
Congress. By the end of the 1870’s, he pointed out,
there were no important union groups either nationally
or in the state. Furthermore, he said:

The great mass of the people, men and women who toiled
in the various crafts, callings and grades of employment were
not, at that time and for many years thereafter, considered
fitting material, by the leaders of the unions, in that day and
generation as being worthy or even competent for organiza-
tion, and women particularly were denied the right to organ-
ize for their own protection. The result being that while the
unions were unable to cover with their so-called shield of
protection the members in their own trade, yet the toilers in
all the multifarious branches of labor, who were never digni-
fied with the name of “Trade Worker” were denied the right
to organize for their own protection, but were privileged to
walk the streets during strikes and lock-outs, suffering for the
necessaries of life on account of labor troubles which they had
no voice in creating.**

The Knights of Labor, however, reached “out for
every class of worker” and was composed of “tradesmen,
mixed trades, women in factories and other establish-
ments.”

The Knights conducted their organizing in secret,
Hayes explained, until 1878 when they began to abandon
secrecy. In doing so, the Knights decided:

* Norman J. Ware, The Labor Movement in the United States,
1860-1895 (New York, 1964), 276.

** John W. Hayes, Address to the Annual Convention of the
New Jersey State Federation of Labor, 1929. Files of I. Kerrison,

Special Mss. Collections, New Jersey Room, Rutgers University
Library.

%§ 54 Be



You Are Viewing an Archived Copy from the New Jersey State Library

all Local Assemblies should adopt and use an outside name
of some kind by which they could rent halls, hold public
meetings and do all kinds of outside business without bring-
ing the name of the Order or its members, as such, into
public notice. Then it was that the first convention of the
New Jersey Labor Congress was called to meet here in the
City of New Brunswick in the Fall of 1879, fifty years ago.*

If we were to examine the background of the dele-
gations to the first meeting of the State Labor Congress
held in New Brunswick in 1879, we find that the
largest representation came from local assemblies of the
Knights. There were 14 local assemblies from the
Knights, 4 different unions of hatters, 3 potters’ unions,
and one each of glass bottle blowers, printers, and shoe-
makers. John W. Hayes, was chosen as the first chairman
or president of the Congress, and Charles H. Simmerman,
a Knight and member of the glass workers as secretary.
Through the influence of Hayes and the Congress
(Knights of Labor), Simmerman became Secretary of the
State Bureau of Statistics of Labor and Industries. He
later became chief of that Bureau.

The over-riding purpose of the State Labor Congress
was the abolition of the use of convict labor in competi-
tion with free workers, a policy of greatest concern to
the unskilled and therefore of central importance to the
Knights of Labor. In addition, the Congress worked for
the elimination of the payment of wages in company
script redeemable only at the company store, and the
use of child labor.** While these were also objectives of
the trade unions, the primary beneficiaries were the
mass of unskilled workers, about whom the Knights were
more concerned than the trade unionists.

In describing the methods of the State Labor Congress,

* John W. Hayes, Address to the Annual Convention of the
New Jersey State Federation of Labor, 1929. Files of I. Kerrison,
Special Mss. Collections, New Jersey Room, Rutgers University
Library.

** New Jersey Bureau of Statistics of Labor and Industry, Tenth
Annual Report, 1887, 98.
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Hayes declared that “it fell to our lot to spread the light,
to show the necessity for. organization among all classes
of workers and to lay the groundwork for a healthy
public opinion upon the subject of labor.” *

These remarks reveal that the objects of the Congress
were the same as the Knights': “spreading the light,”
the missionary concept, to “all classes of workers,” un-
skilled as well as skilled, and reliance on the help of
public opinion to gain the objectives of labor.

In order to win the support of the public, Hayes’ pro-
posed a typical Knights of Labor technique; he called
on the organizations of the Congress

to appoint a publicity committee consisting of three of the
most intelligent members whose duty, among other things,
was to wait upon the ministers of all religious denominations
and urge them . . . to set the first Sunday in January, 1880,
on which to preach a sermon on the subject of labor and its
relations to the welfare of the State.**

The second meeting of the State Labor Congress was
held a year later in Newark when some fifty delegates
from all counties but Warren and Sussex appeared.
Apparently, the Congress was fairly successful in gaining
support and interest as evidenced by the large increase
in the number of delegations. The secretary of the first
Congress, Charles H. Simmerman, succeeded Hayes as
president.

The Congress had become so prominent that by 1883
there was a movement to form a more permanent organ-
ization. Hitherto the Congress was merely an annual
convention of workingmen’s organizations; now the

* John W. Hayes, Address to the Annual Convention of the
New Jersey State Federation of Labor, 1929. Files of I. Kerrison,
Special Mss. Collections, New Jersey Room, Rutgers University
Library.

** John W. Hayes, Address to the Annual Convention of the
New Jersey State Federation of Labor, 1929. Files of I. Kerrison,
Special Mss. Collections, New Jersey Room, Rutgers University
Library.
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majority of delegates wanted a central body with en-
larged powers. As one delegate, an ex-Socialist and one-
time Knight, Joseph Patrick McDonnell of Paterson
put it, the majority assembled wanted a “federation in
fact as well as name.” By means of “the central head,”
he argued, “the various organizations of the state should
be in constant communications with each other, an
earnest propaganda carried on, and sufficient funds
raised for legislative and organizational purposes.” *

There were 65 to 70 delegates who met at Polk’s
Hall in Trenton for the Congress’ meeting in 1883. All
labor organizations in the state were invited to attend
the one-day session. The invitation was signed by the
President of the State Labor Congress, M. E. Frost of
Newark, and J. H. Saunderson, Secretary, both members
of the Knights of Labor. John W. Hayes served as chair-
man of the credentials committee.

The delegates adopted a formal constitution and
named the new organization the Federation of Trades
and Labor Unions of New Jersey (Appendix B), the
same name as that adopted by the aforementioned
national grouping of labor organizations in 1881. While
the national Federation of Organized Trades and Labor
Unions became identified with a craft unionist point
of view, at its founding in 1881, it, too, was made up
of Knights and craft unionists. The New Jersey group
was not affiliated with the national Federation.

The New Jersey Federation tried to balance the in-
terests of the crafts and the unskilled. Its statement of
purposes included the organization of both skilled and
unskilled workers, demanded legislation favorable to
the wage-working classes (emphasis supplied), and urged
the formation of local trade (craft) or labor (unskilled
workers) councils, and national and international trades
and labor union alliances.

John W. Hayes was chosen president; William M.
Mankes of Manville, vice-president; Goldsmith P. Hall

*Files of I. Kerrison, Special Mss. Collections, New Jersey
Room, Rutgers University Library.
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of Bridgeton, assistant secretary; and John Brindley of
Trenton, treasurer. All were members of the Knights
of Labor. G. Hall became a deputy inspector under the
state’s factory inspection law. Apropos of labor leaders
going into political jobs, Local Assembly 1785 of the
Knights of Labor from New Brunswick offered a reso-
lution at the convention that officers of the State’s
Bureau of Factory and Workshop Inspection be nomi-
nated by the Federation.

Joseph P. McDonnell of Paterson was chosen chairman
of the seven-member legislative committee, a post he held
for many years thereafter. In the subsequent struggle
between the Knights and the trade unionists, McDon-
nell became a supporter of the union viewpoint, and
after the latter’s victory continued in his post. His long
service, from 1883 to 1897, as member and chairman of
the legislative (later the executive) committee made him
the best known of the Federation’s top officers. He, rather
than the president, made annual convention reports on
the Federation’s legislative, political, and organization
activities. After the defeat of the Knights and until his
retirement from office in 1897, his reports became in-
creasingly comprehensive and a major feature of the
annual convention.

But although he gave continuity to the legislative and
political activities of the Federation during the closing
years of the nineteenth century, he never dominated the
Federation, nor did the Federation ever become a re-
flection of his kaleidoscopic ideas.

During the convention, the delegates were addressed
by Lawrence T. Fell, Chief Factory Inspector, whose
principal duty was to enforce the state’s child labor law.
Significantly, the inspectorship was the result of political
pressure exerted by the Federation to get enforcement
of the revised Child Labor Law of 1883.

Despite that law, Fell declared that children were still
“shamefully treated,” one reason being the connivance
of parents to evade it. Fell promised that if he were
given more assistance, he “would drag these destroyers
of childhood from their self-imposed idleness and force
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them to contribute to the support and education of
their little ones.” *

By the second meeting of the Federation, (1884), dis-
putes between Knights and the trade unionists had
broken out. The credentials of a Knights’ delegation
were challenged, but probably accepted. Amity between
the two groups was restored by a number of actions.
Cigarmakers local 138 of Newark proposed that the
Federation adopt a resolution recognizing both the
white label of the Knights’ cigarmakers, and the blue
label of the trades unions. Labels showed that the cigars
were made under good working conditions and there-
fore the only ones which organized workers should buy.
The convention also endorsed Terence V. Powderly,
Grand Master Workman (President) of the Knights, for
the post of Commissioner of the United States Bureau
of Statistics.

A Cigarmakers local from Paterson proposed that the
New Jersey Federation send a delegate to the next con-
vention of the Federation of Organized Trades and
Labor Unions of the United States and Canada. There
is no evidence, however, that the New Jersey Federation
was affiliated with the national group.

Hayes was re-elected president, but did not serve out
his term. D. C. Hapenny, vice president and member of
local assembly 1378 (of the Knights), succeeded him. He
probably was reelected in 1885, since it was Hapenny
who officially called to order the Convention of 1886.

The incipient struggle between the Knights and the
unionists in New Jersey came to a head in the Federa-
tion’s Convention of 1886. Three candidates ran for the
presidency: Dennis Mullins of Jersey City, member of
District Assembly 49, Knights of Labor; Max Guter, a
member of the Cigar Makers Union of Newark; and
Henry D. Stokes, a member of the Hat Finishers Union
of Orange. By 1886 it will be remembered, the national
contest between the Knights and the AFL was underway,
and the spearhead of the AFL’s attack on the Knights

* Proceedings of the Federation of Trades and Labor Unions of
New Jersey, 1883, 11.
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was the Cigarmakers Union. On the other hand, District
Assembly 49 of the Knights was noted for its anti-trade-
union approach. Hence, the 1886 convention opened
with the sides drawn up for a fight.

After a spirited contest, Mullins of the Knights won
election to the presidency. Later in the proceedings,
when a delegate moved a resolution aimed at some trade
union adherents, possibly J. P. McDonnell, who had
become a believer in the craft union approach, another
fight broke out between the trade unionists and the
Knights.

The resolution would require any candidate for mem-
bership on the Federation’s legislative committee to
pledge not to accept any state office under a law already
in force or to be enacted during their term on the
committee. McDonnell may have been the target since
he was chairman of the legislative committee and three
years later was specifically attacked because he was pro-
posed by the committee for the post of Secretary of the
New Jersey Bureau of Statistics of Labor and Industries.

But whoever was the target, Max Guter, the unsuc-
cessful candidate for the presidency, objected to the
resolution and protested ‘“gag rule” when the chair
(Mullins) gaveled through voice approval of the reso-
lution.

A member of the Patrons of Husbandry, Grange No.
9, a farm movement, was chosen vice-president, again
indicating the control of the Knights over the conven-
tion. Unlike the unionists, the Knights believed in the
solidarity of all producers—farmers as well as workers.
In his address to the Convention, the vice-president,
Walter Pancoast of Salem, expressed his desire for closer
cooperation between labor and the farmer. During pre-
election maneuvering, Goldsmith P. Hall, former sec-
retary and vice-president of the Congress, and then
Deputy Factory Inspector for South Jersey played an
important role in getting Pancoast elected.

Henry Stokes, the other unsuccessful candidate for
president was chosen treasurer, and C. K. Barnhardt, a
printer and member of the Knights from Trenton, was
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made secretary. Since Stokes was a trade unionist, his
election to office suggests an effort by the Knights to
conciliate the craft unionists in the Federation.

The program adopted by the Convention of 1886
showed the influence of the Knights, although it was one
which trade unionists could accept. The convention
called for equal taxation of all property (corporate or
individual), compulsory education, working people to
vote for their friends, government monopoly of note
issue, and a more effective factory inspection law.

Mullins was returned to office in 1887, but declined
to seek re-election in 1888. He was succeeded as president
by Samuel Mellor of Jersey City. Mellor was a trade
union man, but a “middle of the roader,” preferring to
have the Knights in rather than out of the Federation.
John McCormack of Trenton became vice-president;
Owen White, a member of the Knights from Paterson
became secretary; and Henry Stokes was re-named treas-
urer. By 1888, the power of the Knights in the Federa-
tion had waned so far that the Federation probably
joined the American Federation of Labor as a state
affiliate.

In the next (1889) convention of the State Federation
the strength of the Knights continued to decline, al-
though Owen White was retained as secretary. Mellor
remained as president. By 1890, the trade unionists were
in such complete control that the credentials of two
Knights assemblies were rejected including those of
Owen White.

In confirmation of the triumph of the craft unionists
over the Knights in New Jersey, Samuel Gompers, long-
time foe of the Knights, came to address the convention
of 1890. Speaking to the Federation of Trades and Labor
Unions of New Jersey, Gompers referred to the struggle
between the trades unions and the Knights and the
victory of the former: “With pleasure I note that not-
withstanding the antagonisms you have had to contend
with, you are unwavering in your determination to
maintain your organization.” *

* Newark Evening News, Aug. 19, 1890.
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Although there were a few more scuffles with the
Knights in subsequent conventions, beginning with the
meeting of 1890 the Federation was safely in the hands
of the craft unionists, and the foundation of the modern
union movement in New Jersey as an organization of
skilled workers was secured. The organizations attending
the 1890 Convention were nearly all craft, as indicated
below.

TABLE 6

ORGANIZATIONS ATTENDING THE CONVENTION OF THE STATE
FEDERATION OF TRADES AND LABOR UNions, 1890 *

Member-
Name of Union City ship
Typographical Union, Local 103 Newark 140
Cigar Makers Newark 260
Carpenters and Joiners, Local 325 Paterson 104
Clothing Salesman’s Assn. Newark 61
Engineers Jersey City 50
Cigar Makers Union Jersey City 60
Carpenters and Joiners Passaic 490
Progressive Musical Union Paterson 31
Carpenters and Joiners, Local 482 Orange 26
Carpenters and Joiners, Local 578  Rutherford 23
Painters Protective Union Paterson 50
Cigar Makers Union Orange 26
Typographical Union, Local 8 Newark 45
Bakers Union, Local 2 Newark 23
Grocery and Tea Clerks Assn. Newark 50
Typographical Union, Local 71 Trenton 110
Cigar Makers Union, Local 3 Paterson 80
Central Labor Union Newark —
Passaic County Trades Assembly — —
Building Trades Council of — —
Hudson County
Total 1653

* Files of I. Kerrison, Special Mss Collections, New Jersey Room,
Rutgers University Library.

3 62 Be



You Are Viewing an Archived Copy from the New Jersey State Library

In addition to the State Labor Congress, as previously
noted, the Knights in their brief history in New Jersey
also formed the Essex County Trades Assembly in 1880.
According to its successor, the Essex (County) Trades
Council, the Trades Assembly “during its history accom-
plished considerable good through its influence upon
the subordinate bodies of workmen . . . [and that] the
period of its existence witnessed a steady growth of
union sentiment.” *

The Assembly was re-organized in 1892 as the Essex
Trades Council by eight trade unions; all eight were
locals of national unions, showing how important na-
tional unions had become on the local scene.

The Council’s activities included supporting member
unions on strike, publishing lists of employers declared
“unfair” to union labor, and promoted the use of the
union label on goods made by unionized workers. It
also joined the State Federation of Labor, probably in
1892 and like the Federation took a non-party approach
to politics. The Council supported candidates of either
party so long as the individual favored organized labor’s
programs.

Among the leading local unions in Newark affiliated
with national organizations and the Essex Trades Coun-
cil were Typographical Local 103, Cigar Makers Local
138, Electrical Workers Local 52, the German-American
Typographical Local 8, the Newark Hat Makers (affili-
ated with the National Hat Makers Union of North
America), the Metal Polishers, Buffers and Platers Local
44, Retail Clerks Local 206, and Printing Pressmen’s
Local 31.

MCcGUIRE AND LABOR DAy

A labor leader, prominent on the national scene at
the end of the nineteenth century who came to be iden-
tified with New Jersey, was Peter ]J. McGuire, Father

* Essex Trades Council, Illustrated History of the Essex Trades
Council (Newark, 1899), 248.
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of Labor Day. Although born in New York in 1852, he
apparently spent his last years in New Jersey, being
buried in Arlington Cemetery, Camden.

McGuire helped to establish the present-day Brother-
hood of Carpenters and Joiners Union, one of the
largest national unions in the country. He served as
the union’s secretary-treasurer for over a quarter of a
century. In addition to his organizational role in the
Carpenters, he was among the founders of the American
Federation of Labor.

Although once a Socialist, McGuire was one of the
small number of labor leaders who swung union phi-
losophy decisively toward accepting capitalism and the
practice of business unionism, that is, improving the
material lot of skilled workers through collective
bargaining.

The idea of Labor Day, a day of recognition of the
contribution of workers to American society and eco-
nomic strength, was said to have been proposed by
McGuire at a meeting of the Central Labor Union of
New York in May of 1882. At that meeting he recom-
mended that the unions seek official recognition of a
holdiay falling between the Fourth of July and Thanks-
giving Day to honor “the industrial spirit, the great
vital force of the nation.” * A dozen years later Congress
made Labor Day a national holiday.

When McGuire died in 1904 in Camden, he was pen-
niless, His funeral was small and virtually unnoticed
except for a few friends in the union movement.

SociALISM

, Another force which swept briefly into New Jersey,
but unlike the Knights left no tangible results in union
organization, was socialism. In politics, socialism’s impact
on the State was shown in the founding of the oldest
socialist party in the United States, the Socialist Labor
Party, organized in Newark in 1877.

* Newark News, Sept. 2, 1956.
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Like many in labor, the Socialists were divided on the
efficacy of the political versus the trade union method
of advancing the interests of workers, but in New Jersey,
the trade union viewpoint won out and led to the
formation of the International Labor Union. Unlike
the trade unions but similar to the Knights of Labor,
the Socialists were anxious to organize the unskilled
worker in the technologically advancing industries of
manufacturing.

The philosophy of the union leadership as expressed
by the union’s president, George E. McNeill, was that
labor and management should be left alone to work
out their problems. Government intervention was op-
posed. In testimony before a Congressional committee
seeking remedies to labor-management conflicts, McNeill
stated that if the Committee “discovers that the troubles
which workingmen complain of are world-old and
God-ordained, or at least beyond the reach of any
legislative panacea . . . a very important salutory in-
fluence upon the prevailing controversy will have been
attained.” *

The Socialists behind the International Labor Union
turned their attention first to factory workers in cotton
textiles. Although the International Labor Union origi-
nated in Fall River, Massachusetts, in 1878, Paterson
became its center of strength. It was the first union of
textile workers in the state. One of the important figures
in the International Labor Union was Joseph P. Mc-
Donnell, a Socialist, who came to the forefront during
an eight-month strike over wages by cotton textile
workers in Paterson. He had previously moved his labor
newspaper, the Labor Standard, from Fall River to
Paterson, where it became labor’s voice on labor issues
and the official paper of the State AFL in 1890. One
of the most notable examples of McDonnell’s verbal
fireworks occurred in the course of the aforementioned
strike when in the second issue of the Paterson Labor

* Files of 1. Kerrison, Special Mss Collections, New Jersey Room,
Rutgers University Library.
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Standard McDonnell labeled some strikebreakers “scabs.”
He was tried for using the term ‘“scabs,” found
guilty, and fined $500 and costs by Judge Barkalow of
Paterson. Within two hours, his sympathizers raised the
money to pay his fine. A great celebration in Paterson
followed. The term ‘‘scab” thereafter became part of
the lexicon of organized labor, although it had been
known as far back as the 1790’s.*
* In 1879 McDonnell was back in court for publishing
a worker’s letter exposing the treatment of brickmakers
in a Singac brickyard. The trial found McDonnell and
the letter writer, Michael Menton, guilty. They were
fined and sentenced to county jail. Upon his release,
McDonnell was again lionized by the workers of
Paterson.

The International Labor Union planned to send
McDonnell to a meeting of the British Trades Union
Congress in order to establish ties with the British
union movement, but the trip failed to materialize
because the union commenced a sharp decline into
oblivion. By the end of 1878 it was said to have 8000
members but after a number of defeats in strikes, the
ILU had shrunk to a single branch in Hoboken by
1881, and dissolved entirely by 1887.

McDonnell drifted from Socialist principles and be-
came one of the organizers of the New Jersey Federation
of Trades and Labor Unions in 1883. He was also elected
chairman of its legislative (after 1890, the executive)
committee for fifteen years. He also organized the trades
assembly of Paterson in 1884 and was responsible for
the first state law recognizing Labor Day, enacted by
New Jersey in 1887.

Although national forces—the Civil War, the exten-
sion of markets, the rise of the national union move-
ment—had some effect on New Jersey between 1860 and
1873, the first national organization to have a decisive
influence in the state was the Knights of Labor. The

* See above, page 16.
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first city, county, and state federations of labor in New
Jersey were the result of the activities of the Knights.

The State Labor Congress of 1879, inspired and
organized by the Knights, was succeeded in 1883 by the
Federation of Organized Trades and Labor Unions.
About 1888, this organization affiliated with the Ameri-
can Federation of Labor. Likewise the Essex County
Trades Assembly, set up by the Knights in 1880, be-
came the Essex Trades Council in 1892.

With the founding of the Congress in 1879 the
modern union movement in New Jersey had started.
The trade unions’ rout of the Knights, completed by
1890, made it a movement limited to highly skilled
workers, and it remained a movement limited to the
skilled craftsmen until the New Deal. Likewise, on the
national scene, the formation of the AFL in 1886 dates
the national union movement, also predominately craft
until the New Deal, from that year.

Socialist efforts to bring unions to the unskilled
textile workers in 1878 were the first to have any success.
However, their achievements were short lived.

Attempts to unionize the unskilled in New Jersey’s
textile industry continued with little success. In contrast,
the skilled workers successfully built on the foundations
laid down by 1890.
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IV

THE MODERN UNION MOVEMENT
1890-1933

FROM ITS CHARTER by the American Federation of
Labor about 1888 until the rise of the New Deal in
1933, the growth of the State Federation, its affiliates,
and other unions in New Jersey was largely determined
by business conditions and World War 1. Moreover, the
union movement in New Jersey, like that of the nation,
consisted primarily of skilled workers in the building,
printing, and metal trades.

The principal differences between the industrial
make-up of New Jersey’s union movement and the
Nation’s were the greater preponderance of the building
trades (the carpenters, bricklayers, electricians, painters,
and plumbers) and the absence of coal unionism in New
Jersey (owing to the lack of commercial coal deposits).
Consequently, the dynamism of the United Mine Work-
ers union and its leadership were not felt in local union
affairs. Similarly, the two principal needle trades unions,
the Amalgamated Clothing Workers and the Interna-
tional Ladies Garment Workers Union, both noted for
their liberalism in politics and their pioneering in col-
lective bargaining, had minor roles in New Jersey because
of their relatively small memberships.

The dominance of the building trades unions had
important political and economic consequences for un-
ionism in New Jersey. More than any other factor, it
explains the character and activities of the New Jersey
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State Federation of Labor. In general, the building
trades (and the metal and printing trades) unions are
conservative in politics, and in the labor market favor
limitations on the number of skilled workers to be ad-
mitted to membership, the number of workers to be
employed in a given operation, and a ban on working
with non-members.

For example, in 1907 a Hackensack local of the Brick-
layers adopted a working rule containing the following
clause:

That one bricklayer or mason, exclusive of superintendent
or foreman to every seven laborers or less, be employed on
all walls and footings of concrete. On floors, two bricklayers,
masons or plasterers, to do all rodding. Screeding and all top
dressing to be done by none but members of the Bricklayers
Masons and Plasterers International Union of America.*

The problems of the production workers in manufac-
turing were remote from the union movement of the
skilled. Consequently, they offered little if any effective
leadership to the struggles of the factory worker for
recognition and status. The two groups remained sepa-
rate, and this differentiated the approach of each to
industrial and political problems.

In contrast to the founding of a union movement
among skilled workers in industries lagging technologi-
cally, workers in the technologically more advanced
industries of the state, epitomized by textiles, met defeat
in their efforts to unionize.

Indeed, the history of the modern union movement
in New Jersey, until the rise of the CIO in the late
1930’s, consisted of two movements: one, the successful
unionization of the skilled workers, especially in build-
ing, metal trades, and printing; and, the second, the
unsuccessful efforts to organize the unskilled, particu-
larly in textiles.

* Harry C. Bates, Bricklayer’s Century of Craftsmanship (Wash-
ington, 1955), 146.
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THE STATE FEDERATION OF LABOR

The New Jersey State Federation of Labor, affiliated
with the American Federation, became the representative
of the union movement in the state, just as the AFL
came to be identified as the center of unionism nation-
ally. The State Federation came to occupy this position
even though many local unions which belonged to the
national AFL did not also affiliate with the State
Federation. Unions outside, or independent of the AFL,
likewise did not belong to the State Federation. Never-
theless, many of the leading organizations did join,
making the Federation the authoritative voice of organ-
ized labor in this state. Consequently, we shall identify
union trends to 1933 primarily with the fortunes of
the New Jersey State Federation of Labor, AFL.

After the rout and expulsion of the remaining Knights
of Labor groups from the Federation’s Convention of
1890, the union movement declined steadily, but never-
theless stayed intact and began to revive by 1893. The
Convention of 1891 had fewer delegates and organiza-
tions represented than in 1890; however it called for
action to intensify union organization. First, it urged
the affiliates to form city associations “to be composed
exclusively of trade unions” (another attack on the
fast-failing Knights), and second, it urged the parent
AFL to pay the expenses of an organizer to be appointed
by the State Federation. However, the national AFL,
being in poor financial condition, was not able to meet
this demand until 1902. Joseph P. McDonnell, who was
appointed a general organizer of the AFL, was appar-
ently paid by the New Jersey Federation.

Samuel Mellor, President of the Federation since
1888, was re-elected to that office in 1891. In the follow-
ing year Thomas McGovern, a typographer from Local
103 in Newark became president. In 1893, a member
of the Carpenters Union, Samuel Hold, of Paterson,
was chosen president, suggesting the growing importance
of the building-trades unions in the Federation. In line
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with the building trades’ emphasis on exclusive jurisdic-
tion, the Federation in 1893 revised its Constitution to
include among its purposes the recognition of the strict
autonomy of each trade.

Hold continued as president until 1895, when he
was succeeded by William Yuile, a printer. Yuile re-
signed and his term was completed by William Mar-
burger, the Federation’s Vice-President. Marburger,
another printer, was elected to the presidency in 1896,
and re-elected until 1899. In that year, John A. Moffitt, a
member of the Hatters’ Union took office. In 1901, dur-
ing Moffitt’s administration, the Federation of Trades
and Labor Unions of New Jersey changed its official
name to the New Jersey State Federation of Labor.

With Moffitt’s successor, Cornelius Ford, a printer,
the Federation got the first of a number of long-term
administrations, a feature characteristic of stable organ-
izations and well-entrenched bureaucracy. Ford took of-
fice in 1902 and held the post until 1913. Meanwhile,
the annual convention report, which heretofore had
been made by the chairman of the executive committee,
was now shared by the president and the secretary-
treasurer.

The membership of the Federation was approximately
2000 in 1895, a figure exceeding the number in 1890.
During the recession which began in 1896, the member-
ship of the Federation dropped to under 1700. It rose
to nearly 1800 in 1897 (Appendix C).

Thereafter, in the closing years of the nineteenth
century, union organization began to pick up, and
momentum carried it onward until the recession of
1904-1905.

In 1899, there was a successful strike of glass workers
in Bridgeton, Clayton, Fairton, Elmer, Glassboro, Mino-
tola, and Medford. Thousands flocked to the Glass
Workers Union over the next two years as a result of
the successful strike of 1899. The strike was directed
against the employer’s practice of paying wages in com-
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pany script, redeemable only at company stores, and
their opposition to unions.

The turn in the fortunes of the glass workers was
shared by other groups such as carpenters, painters, and
printers. The building trades of Hudson County won
a strike for an eight-hour day, while lathers in Passaic
made gains in wages.

Surveys by the Bureau of Statistics in 1899-1901, show
that important gains were made by many unions, but
that total union membership was probably still below
the level of 1887. In 1901, total membership in the state
stood at about fifteen thousand while in 1887 it had
almost reached eighteen thousand. At the turn of the
century about 2 per cent of the labor force of New
Jersey were unionized, a ratio slightly below the na-
tional average.

Meanwhile, the increasing importance of craft union-
ism in the New Jersey movement was emphasized by
two developments in the building trades. In 1899 what
was left of the Knights of Labor in Hudson County
conceded the exclusive right to organize painters and
carpenters to the Hudson County Building Trades
Council. Such a concession reveals the pre-eminence of
the trades unions in these occupations, and probably
marks the final local retreat of the Knights in their
losing battle with the unions.

The second episode underlining the jealously guarded
claims of the building craftsmen was the request of the
Union County Trades Council in 1902 of the Electrical
Trades Union of Newark that it relinquish its claim
over the electricians of Elizabeth. If granted (and we
don’t know if it was), the Union County Trades Council
could then turn their energies to organizing the elec-
tricians of Elizabeth. To do otherwise would be “dual-
ism,” that is, organizing workers claimed by another
AFL union, and that was a serious offense for a trade
union. :

The State Federation’s Convention of 1902 reported
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that the year was one of growth for the movement, and
listed 11 new organizations as applicants for charters.
The Hudson County Central Labor Union reported 4
new affiliates, while the Essex Trades Council had a
total of 19. In New Brunswick a Trades and Labor
Federation was established, and in Camden 37 unions
were reported affiliated with the Central Labor Union.
The Convention of 1902 gave its support to the famous
anthracite strike in neighboring Pennsylvania and urged
government seizure of the mines to end the dispute.

Cornelius Ford, who succeeded John A. Moffitt in the
Federation presidency in 1902, was re-elected annually
until President Woodrow Wilson appointed him the
Public Printer of the United States on June 26, 1913.
He remained in that position for the eight years of the
Wilson Administration, and then returned to New
Jersey and union affairs. From 1910 to 1912 inclusive,
Ford, a Democrat, served in the State Assembly. Ford’s
career as union official and politician was to be emulated
many times over by leaders in the New Jersey union
movement.

The growth of unions continued in 1903 as indicated
by reports of the Federation. Membership of the Fed-
eration reached a record high of 17,600 in 1903. Seven
new affiliates joined the Federation in 1903. Meanwhile,
a new Central Labor Union was established in Atlantic
City. The following year, the United Trades Council
of Paterson was so well established in the city and
environs that it was able to negotiate a master agreement
with the Master Builders. In addition to wages, hours,
and the like, the agreement (an annual one) provided
for a joint board of arbitration.

The increase in the number of Federation affiliates in
1903 was part of a general upturn in union organization
in the state. In 1903, as Table 7 shows, 55 new unions
were organized, the largest number in any year before
World War I

However, the downturn of business in 1904-1905
checked the growth of New Jersey unions, with none
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being organized in 1905. The following year saw a re-
vival in union organization along with the revival in
business conditions.

The growth of unions prior to World War I led to
an increased number of local associations throughout
the state. Thus, in Trenton in 1906, a building trades
council was set up, and in the same year, an association
of unions in beer bottling was organized. In the follow-
ing year, the Essex and Hudson counties Trades Councils
joined with the Building Trades Councils of these
areas to form central labor councils.

The metal trades, comprising such unions as the iron
molders, metal polishers, and brass finishers, and the
machinists joined together in 1908 to establish the
Metal Trades Council of New Jersey. Its purposes were
to establish local unions in each of the metal trades,
the eight-hour day, and collective bargaining.

Beginning in 1909, with the election of Henry Hilfers
as secretary of the Federation, a consistent body of in-
formation on the Federation became available. Hilfers
was secretary to Local 138 of the Cigar Makers and to
the Essex Trades Council before taking the same post
with the Federation. Born in 1862, he followed his
father in the trade of cigar-making and in his belief
in unionism. Henry F. Hilfers served as Federation
secretary for seventeen years, and Essex Trades Council
secretary for twenty-two years.

After 1903, when the Federation’s membership soared
to over 17,000, it apparently lost ground under the
depressions of 1904-1905 and 1907-1908. However, in
most years from 1909 to 1914, the membership (Appendix
C), number of unions affiliated and delegates attending
the annual conventions increased. The recession of 1913-
1914 temporarily reduced the strength of the Federation.
During war years which followed, the State AFL gained
increasing numbers and strength.

Arthur A. Quinn, of the Carpenters Union, who suc-
ceeded Cornelius Ford as president of the Federation in
1913, was the first of the building tradesmen to hold
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TABLE 7
Un1oNs FORMED ANNUALLY IN NEW JERSEY *
1903-1916
1903 1904 1905 1906 1907 1908
Building Trades 25 4 19 3 1
Transportation and
communication 4 ! 2
Manufacturing 21 6 11 2
Food 1 1
Paper products 2
Machinery and metals 7 5
Transportation
equipment 1 1
Rubber, clay and .
stone products 4 1 2
Furniture and wood
products 3
Leather products
Textiles 2 1
Printing 1 4
Apparel 2
Miscellaneous 1 1
Trade and Services 2 13 1 2
All Others 3 1 2
Totals 55 10 0 48 8 5

* New Jersey Bureau of Statistics of Labor and Industry, Annual
Reports, 1903-1916.

the presidency for a long term, continuing in office
until 1933. He was succeeded by other long-term presi-
dents from the building trades, notably Louis P. Mar-
ciante of the Electricians, and the incumbent president
of the AFL-CIO, Vincent Murphy, of the Plumbers.
Like Ford, Quinn was a member of the Assembly,
holding office from 1913 to 1915. In 1929 he was elected
State Senator from Middlesex and served until 1933.
Quinn was also elected first vice-president of the Brother-
hood of Carpenters in 1913, and, had it not been for a
quirk of fate, would have succeeded to the presidency
of this national union, one of the largest and most
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1909 1910 1911 1912 1913 1914 1915 1916 Total

2 5 3 1 1 4 68

3 2 2 1 18
7 3 7 8 4 ! 9 81
2 1 1 1 7
1 3

2 1 2 1 18

2

3 1 1 1 13
i

1 1

1 3 1 1 2 2 13
5

1 2 3 ) 13
1 3

4 2 2 2 1 5 34
1 1 8

14 7l 9 10 10 6 8 19 . 209

powerful in the AFL. Upon election to the vice-presi-
dency of the Carpenters, he was supposed to move to
the national headquarters in Indianapolis, but according
to one account, he “did not relish the idea of abandon-
ing his Bergen and Hudson County haunts to his [politi-
cal] enemies in favor of a $1,600 a year job in the
Middle West. Hence, on April 22 [1913], he begged off
because of ‘eye trouble’ and Hutcheson assumed his
job.” * A year later the President of the Carpenters died
and William Hutcheson instead of Arthur A. Quinn
stepped into the job. Hutcheson retained the presidency
for many years thereafter, and bequeathed the job to
his son, Maurice Hutcheson.

* Robert A. Christie, Empire in Wood (Ithaca, 1956), 199.
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By 1914 the union movement among skilled workers,
especially in the building, metal, and printing trades,
was firmly established in New Jersey. Nationally, total
union membership rose by over two million between
1897 and 1914, increasing from 447,000 in 1897 to
2,687,000 in 1914. Proportionate expansion took place
in New Jersey over the same period.

INDUSTRIAL WARFARE IN TEXTILES

While the skilled craftsman was making steady if
unspectacular gains in union organization, the unskilled
and the semi-skilled in the states’ manufacturing indus-
tries, notably textiles, were etching a record of sporadic
and spectacular failures to unionize. The first strike of
unskilled factory workers occurred in the cotton mills
of Paterson in 1828; it grew from a protest of the work-
ers and was not called by a union. This strike was fol-
lowed by another in 1835, one in 1851, a series of
unsuccessful stoppages in 1858-1859 in the wake of a
depression, and still another strike by cotton textile
operatives in 1878. The last was led by the International
Labor Union, although beginning before the union ap-
peared on the scene, a situation which was to be repeated
on a number of historic occasions. The International
Labor Union was the first union organization in New
Jersey’s textile industry.

By the end of the Civil War cotton textiles began to
give way in importance to the silk industry.* The silk
industry began in Paterson with a mill opened by a
member of the Colt family in 1838. The factory, known
as the “gun mill,” was built in 1835 by the Patent Arms
Manufacturing Company, of which Samuel Colt was
head, for the production of Colt’s revolvers and rifles.
In 1838, Christopher Colt, a brother of Samuel Colt,
transferred a small plant of crude silk machinery for
thread-making from. Hartford, Connecticut, to Paterson

* While Paterson became a silk center, Passaic attracted a grow-
ing wool-manufacturing industry.
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and was allowed to place it on the top floor of the
new building.

However, Christopher Colt’s efforts failed, and the
Colt plant was purchased by one George W. Murray.
Murray put an English immigrant in charge, John Ryle,
who for about a year earlier had been employed as a
foreman in silk manufacture in Northampton, Massa-
chusetts. Operations commenced with four workers. In
1846, Murray retired and sold his interests to Ryle, who
gradually expanded and enlarged the business.

By the time of the Civil War there were still only
four silk mills in the city of Paterson or its environs.
However, the high tariffs enacted at this time fostered
the growth of the industry. As of 1870, about two-thirds
of the silk consumed in the country was imported, but
by 1914, this was reduced to one-tenth. Output grew
nine-fold with attendant growth in employment.

In the transition from cotton to silk,

the traditions of the labor movement that had become estab-
lished among the cotton workers were shared by operatives in
the silk industry. . . . A close internal relationship also ex-
isted among silk and cotton manufacturers, based upon their
engagement in similar types of production in the same city.*

In addition, the silk industry was subject to the same
type of product competition, improvements in tech-
nology, mobility of capital, and the extensive use of
female, child, and immigrant labor, mostly unskilled,
which had been characteristic of the cotton and woolen
industries. Consequently, labor relations came to bear
the same marks of instability, emotionalism, and at
times violence that had characterized labor relations in
the older textile industries. A new factor was the in-
terest of revolutionaries, Syndicalists, Anarchists, and
Communists, in the condition of the textile workers of

* James E. Wood, “History of Labor in the Broad-Silk Industry
of Paterson, New Jersey, 1872-1940” (Unpublished doctoral disser-
tation, University of California, 1941), 136.
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New Jersey. The appearance of the International Labor
Union, Socialist in inspiration and organized on an in-
dustrial basis, was tame by comparison to the move-
ments which followed in 1912, 1913, and 1926.

Like the early strikes of cotton textile operatives, those
of the silk workers were also typically undertaken by
the workers themselves without a union. Of 137 recorded
strikes in the silk industry of New Jersey from 1881 to
1900, 78 were spontaneous while 59 were ordered by a
union.*

The Knights of Labor followed the International
Labor Union among silk workers, appearing in Paterson
initially in- 1879 with Pioneer Assembly 1280. It was
followed by another assembly in 1885 and later that
year, by three more locals. Together, the five organiza-
tions were formed into District Assembly 100. Most of
the members were skilled workers from the silk and
other industries—dye house operatives, ribbon and broad-
silk workers, as well as machinists, ironworkers, flax
workers, shirt-ironers, and molders.

Later, by 1887, the number of local assemblies in the
Paterson area was gradually increased to 15, and the
Knights’ membership rose to nearly 3000. The newer
members were predominately the unskilled and the
foreign-born; more than a quarter were women. Because
of their rapid growth, the Knights formed the Paterson
silk membership into the short-lived National Silk
Trades Assembly 222.

Like most Knights groups, those in silk also sought
to avoid strikes, preferring negotiation. But despite the
official opposition to strikes, the Dyers’ Assembly did
stage a walk-out in 1887. Although at first successful,
the Dyers Assembly eventually lost the strike, and as a

* James E. Wood, “History of Labor in the Broad-Silk Industry
of Paterson, New Jersey” (Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Uni-
versity of California, 1941), 160. Details which follow on union
organization in the silk industry depend primarily on this disser-
tation.
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result soon disappeared. Between 1887 and 1894 there
was no organization among dyers.

Along with the general decline of the Knights, its
assemblies in silk either disbanded or reorganized as
local independent unions. Thus, Local Assembly 7098
withdrew and became the independent Silk Loomfixers
and Twisters Benevolent and Protective Association, a
small union of skilled workers which lasted into the
twentieth century.

Following the disintegration of Knights of Labor, the
typical form of union organization in silk came to be
the local independent, a type of organization then dis-
appearing among craft unions. In 1893 the independent
United Silk Ribbon Weavers Association was organized,
followed in 1894 by the Horizontal Warpers Benevolent
Association.

The United Silk Ribbon Weavers launched a general
strike for higher wages in 1894 that was unsuccessful,
but was important because it had the attributes which
came to be the hallmark of strikes in the state’s textile
industries: there were mass meetings, addresses by So-
cialists, Anarchists, and ““do-gooders” translated into sev-
eral languages, emotionalism (which included the sing-
ing of the “Marseillaise”), incidents between strikers and
non-strikers, destruction of property, skirmishes with
police, arrests, and suppression of civil liberties.

The local independent union movement was swelled
with the formation of the United Broad Silk Workers
Association in 1898, and culminated in a federation of
independent silk unions, the United Silk Workers of
America organized in 1901. A year later it changed its
name to the Allied Silk Unions’ Executive Board.

The Allied Silk Unions’ Executive Board functioned
about two years; its principal functions were to settle
jurisdictional claims among associated unions and to
coordinate policy toward employers. It conducted three
strikes, all of which it lost. It was most successful in its
promotion of a textile school where the various trades
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in silk were taught. However, this aroused the opposition
of two affiliates, the Loomfixers and Twisters Union,
and the Warpers Union, which expected to control entry
into their trades, like the building and printing trades
unions, and therefore regarded the school as a threat.

The Allied Silk Unions’ Executive Board did little
to organize and accomplished virtually nothing in poli-
tics. It was poorly financed and fell apart in 1903 when
the two key unions, the Loomfixers and Twisters, and
the Warpers, withdrew.

Prior to its dissolution, the Allied Silk Unions’ Execu-
tive Board sought to affiliate with the AFL. However,
in 1901 the AFL had granted a charter to the United
Textile Workers of America which included jurisdiction
over the silk industry, and the UTW refused to accept
any reduction of its jurisdictional claim. Consequently,
the AFL denied a separate charter to the Allied Silk
Unions’ Executive Board, although it alone represented
any effective organization in the industry.

However, labor relations in silk were not all a matter
of putting together and re-shuffling unions. On June
18, 1902, a strike of weavers in Paterson culminated in
a mob attack on several silk mills in Paterson. William
MacQueen, an alleged anarchist, was arrested, found
guilty of inciting to riot and malicious mischief, and was
sentenced to five years in the State prison. The riot
followed a meeting addressed by MacQueen and two
others. After the speech of one Galiano, the meeting
erupted into a mob. It “attacked about ten mills and
destroyed several thousand dollars worth of property.” *
A number of persons were shot, although none were
killed. Only MacQueen was apprehended; the strike
ended in failure.

Syndicalism in two forms, direct action through
strikes and sabotage to overthrow capitalism and peace-
able political action, came to New Jersey’s textile indus-
tries with the arrival of the Chicago and Detroit fac-

* Alfred W. Wishart, The Case of William MacQueen (Trenton,
1905), 6.
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tions of the Industrial Workers of the World. In point
of fact, neither group made serious inroads on the
ideological convictions of workers, but they did provide
the leadership and organization in New Jersey’s textile
industries which was not available from the American
Federation of Labor, the United Textile Workers, AFL,
or the New Jersey State Federation of Labor.

The Detroit, or political-action IWW group, opened
a series of battles against employers in silk with a strike
at the Doherty Company in Clifton over the issue of
the workload, specifically on the number of looms each
worker would tend. The transition from hand to power
looms was well under way by the middle of the 1880’s,
and as further improvements were made, workers were
given additional machines to operate. By 1905, the hand
loom was virtually extinct being replaced by automatic-
stop looms. In 1886 two looms per worker was the
standard, when only a few years before one was typical.
In 1910, the Doherty Company’s new plant in Clifton
was set up to increase the work assignment to three
and four looms.

Meanwhile, New Jersey silk producers wére facing
intensive competition, particularly from northeastern
Pennsylvania, where a substantial part of the industry
had begun to migrate chiefly to take advantage of
lower labor costs. In Pennsylvania three and four looms
were becoming standard, and child labor was still widely
used. New Jersey, in contrast, had substantially elimi-
nated child labor in factories, workshops, and mines
since the Stainsby Act of 1883. In addition, a New
Jersey law of 1892 limiting hours to 55 per week in silk
manufacture kept women workers’ hours below those
in Pennsylvania. Finally, wages were lower in Pennsyl-
vania. Significantly, there are no data for men’s wage
scales in Pennsylvania or for children in New Jersey.
This indicates that while men were widely employed in
New Jersey, they were not in Pennsylvania. The reverse
was true of child labor.

The United Textile Workers, AFL, which had come
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to represent the Doherty workers, accepted the three-
and four-loom workload but the workers did not. They
withdrew from the UTW in November, 1911, and joined
the Industrial Workers of the World, Detroit faction.

Generally, it can be said that although the Paterson
silk workers’ “long history of militant action had pre-
pared them adequately for acceptance of such leadership
. . . [their] ready response . . . to IWW leadership in
1911-1912 demonstrated their dissatisfaction with the
U.T.W, policies.” *

The silk strike in Paterson began on February 23, 1912,
spreading to include 5000 weavers, women and men, in
120 mills in and around Paterson. Nevertheless the mills
operated at about one-third of capacity. The stoppage
was extended to Plainfield, Summit, Hoboken, Bayonne,
and to New York. Most shops were settled early in
March, 1912 with wage gains, but some strikes were re-
sumed when employers went back on their agreements.
By May of 1912 most silk shops were again settled with
some wage gains, but no union recognition, and there-
fore no consolidation of the improvements. As for the
Doherty Company, it apparently accepted a modification
of the three-and four-loom assignment.

In March, 1912, the Detroit IWW also led a strike
of woolen workers in Passaic, Clifton, and Garfield.
However, the Chicago group moved in to seize leader-
ship in Garfield, after which the strike became violent.
However, this strike brought no lasting positive results
either.

The settlements of 1912 were broken when the Doherty
weavers again struck over a renewal of the three-and
four-loom assignment. This time, the conflict developed
into a veritable general strike commanded by the Syn-
dicalist, Chicago faction of the IWW. The strike began
in earnest at the end of February, 1913, and lasted into
July, officially terminating in defeat on August 1, 1913.

* James E. Wood, “History of Labor in the Broad-Silk Industry
of Paterson, New Jersey” (Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Uni-
versity of California, 1941), 243.
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An attempt by the United Textile Workers to re-enter
the situation ended in fiasco: the workers preferred the
dramatic, effective leadership of the IWW. No coopera-
tion between the UTW and the IWW was possible, for
“the UTW yielded to no one—not even the employers
—in its hatred of this swift-moving, hard striking group
which appealed primarily to the unskilled and unor-
ganized foreign-born of the industry.” *

During the strike, the Building Trades Council and
the United Trades and Labor Council of Paterson
offered their assistance to bring the strike to an end, but
were spurned by the IWW in classic Syndicalist-Marxist
reasoning and in typical language.

Although violence was rare in the great silk strikes
of 1912 and 1913, they were distinguished by widespread
violation of civil rights. One Valentino Modestino, a
strike sympathizer, was shot in the back and killed
while entering his house. Some fifteen thousand persons
attended the funeral. A New Jersey law prohibiting in-
citement to riot was promiscuously used against the
Chicago IWW and its leaders in 1913. During the strike
over 2300 persons were arrested, 300 held for action of
the grand jury, and more than 100 sentenced to im-
prisonment. Meanwhile, the workers, adopting a practice
started in Italy, sent 5000 children away for safety and
thereby embarrassed the community.

The 1913 strike was notable too for the personalities
who were involved—*“Big Bill” Haywood, John Reed,
Elizabeth Gurley Flynn, Carlo Tresca, and Adolph
Lessig—a who’s who of the extreme left in the United
States.

For the silk workers, the drama and notoriety brought
no tangible, positive results, particularly in terms of
permanent organization. As we shall see, they continued
to seek unionization unsuccessfully for yet another quar-
ter of a century.

* Herbert J. Lahne, The Cotton Mill Worker (New York, 1944),
200-201.
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HUNGRY BABIES! - HUNGRY MOTHERSI
HUNGRY MEN!

FIVE MONTHS ON STRIKE AT PATERSON

Workers: —

Attention! Twenty five thousand of your fellow workers huve been en strike for four
months, since February 26th, struggling with all possible vigor and class conscious solidarity ;
meeting violence, all forms of brutality, prison and hunger in order to gain more breae,
more life, more leisure, more light in their lives.

They were born in different lands, they spcak different languages, profeas different
faiths but are now umited in one great body in the cause of justice and brotherhood.

Why did they strike? We can tell you in a few words. Because the blood sucking capf:
talist monster had gone beyond all limits in exacting speed and the workers with starvation
staring them in face and revolt burning in their hearts, preferred to strike and demand the:
abolition of the four loom sisten.

In years past the textile workers were running only one loom each and were working
fairly good wages but after a while they were obliged to attend to two looms, and finally
Lo three and four.

If salaries had only increased in proportion to the work! But far from it!

Fifteen years ago a weaver worked an 18-inch loom and received, for taffeta, 10 cents a
yard. Now, he works four of them, 36 inches wide, ande reccives only 2% cents a yard.

Five years ago a weaver working two 36 inchs looms received, for musoline, 11% cents
a yard. Now, working four of them, receives only 5 cents a yard.

By working two looms, 2 weaver managed to make 30 yards of musoline a day, receiving
thereby a compensation of $3.45. Now, working four looms, he can hardly make 48 yards a
day and receives a compensation of $2.40. In other words, he produces 18 yards more and
receives $1.05 a day less.

This is the reasom for the strike: — the work has increased, the wages have decreased.
And the greedy mill owners, never satisfied in their mad race for profits were intent on
continuing this process indefinitely. “What are we to do? ‘The weavers asked themselves
on Feb. 25 — “Let us strike!” answered a chorus of thousands of voices. And since that
day the police have been brutally heating men and women, the judges have handed dowm
sentences on trumped up charges and sent to jail by the hundred, fathers, mothers, and
even girls of tender years.

In Paterson injustice reigns supreme. Every constitutional right has been suppressed
or violated by the title servile local authorities.

But the workers have resisted gallantly and are determined to win their battle. Only
ome enemy threatens, looming up at their very doors: HUNGER.

They have fought eighteen weeks! all reserve funds are now exhausted.

HELP! HELP! Workingmen help your Paterson brothers and sisters.

One for all and all for one! Give your mite, give your contribution of solidarity to the
Paterson strikers. Make the struggle of the 25,000 Paterson strikers your struggle, their
cause, your cause. Make their defeat your defeat and their victory your victory.

Send all contributions to — Silk Strikers Relief Committee,

HELVETIA HALL - Paterson, N. J.

Niceletti Buos. Press, 242 Lafayette St.,, New York.

IWW Appeals to Workers, Silk Strike, 1913
Courtesy of the Library, Tamiment Institute, New York
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WARTIME GROWTH

The onset of World War I did not immediately bring
gains to unions in this country. In fact, there was a
small decline in 1915. But thereafter, unions increased
their numbers, with the tempo accelerating upon Amer-
ica’s entry into the war and continuing until 1920, when
membership reached a peak in excess of five million.
The overall gain in the total membership of American
unions from 1914 to 1920, about 2,300,000, nearly
doubled the size of the union movement. Most of the
increase went to established unions in coal mining, rail-
way transportation, construction, shipbuilding, metal-
working, and apparel.

The wartime upswing in unionism was felt in New
Jersey, especialy among the building and the metal
trades. The Federation, which in 1913 began a twenty-
year-long period of administration by Arthur Quinn, saw
its rolls of affiliates and members increase under the
influence of World War I. Membership advanced from
18,700 in 1914 to 31,000 in 1920.

The year 1915 recorded more unions and delegates
at the annual convention than ever before. Further in-
creases in delegates and unions attending the annual
conventions were registered in the period from 1916
to 1920.

At the 1916 Convention, Samuel Gompers once again
addressed the delegates of the Federation; the last occa-
sion was the 1890 meeting. Now he stressed the gains
organized labor could expect from the passage of the
Clayton Act of 1914. Gompers declared,

. . that the labor of a human being is not a commodity
or article of commerce. In other words, the old concept that
the labor of a human being was the same as any profit from
coal, iron, steel, wood, a side of pork, anything was the same
as the labor of a human being—the labor power which con-
sists in the mind and in the heart and the body, and that
under the ill construction of the courts in their decisions
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[made] . . . the same as a commodity. We have stuck a pin
in that. That is the law.*

For nearly thirty years more, however, the courts did
not adopt Gompers’ views of the Clayton Act.

In 1917 the Federation resolved to establish a perma-
nent office, in association with the independent railway
unions, to lobby for favorable legislation in the assem-
bly and senate. The following year, the Federation
opposed conscription of labor to insure uninterrupted
production, and expressed concern that a state anti-
loafing law might be used to arrest strikers.

The war also stimulated unionism in textiles, as it
did in the well-organized industries of the state. How-
ever, the Industrial Workers of the World did not
share in the revival of textile organization. Indeed, by
1919 it had ceased to be a factor in the industry. On
the other hand, the United Textile Workers of America,
AFL, re-entered the state and organized some locals
and a textile council.

Nevertheless, worker dissatisfaction with the UTW
led to the formation of two new independent unions,
the Amalgamated Textile Workers of America and
the Associated Silk Workers. The Amalgamated was
left-wing in orientation but rejected the Syndicalist phi-
losophy of the IWW, as well as the conservative, busi-
ness union approach of the UTW, AFL. In 1919 the
Amalgamated and the Associated conducted strikes which
were generally successful in reducing the work week to
44 hours and gaining higher wages.

Perhaps one of the most interesting developments to
come out of the First World War for New Jersey was
the growth of employee representation plans in Standard
Oil and other leading employers in the State. While
these were initiated by the companies, they were stimu-
lated by the government’s policy from 1917 to 1919

* Proceedings of the 38th Annual Convention of the New Jersey
State Federation of Labor, Aug. 21-23, 1916, 15.
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of setting up shop committees to carry out government-
approved wage and hour changes and to adjust griev-
ances in unorganized companies.

At Standard’s Bayonne Refinery, the employee rela-
tions plan also grew out of a deteriorated labor relation-
ship following a strike in 1915, in which the state
militia was called out. The purpose of the plan was
to provide systematic procedures and techniques to ad-
just grievances; it was not, however, collective bargaining.
Since it did not require collective bargaining and vyet,
along with improved working conditions and rates of
pay, produced such satisfactory results, the company
instituted similar plans at its other installations through-
out the country.

More significantly, Standard’s success encouraged nu-
merous other companies to set up employee representa-
tion plans, so that in the twenties, and again in the
thirties, when the plans were converted into company
unions, they became an important barrier and rival to
trade unions. ‘

Postwar DECLINE, 1920-1933

From a peak of more than five million members in
1920, the American trade union movement lost in excess
of two million members by 1933. In that year it dropped
below three million, a level just above the total member-
ship in 1916, the year before America entered World
War 1. Because the economy, excepting agriculture, was
operating at high levels of employment throughout much
of the period, the loss of membership was highly unusual.
Typically, unions had done well in periods of good
business.

Among the factors responsible for the decline were
the employers’ drive to uproot the wartime growth of
unionism, the reconversion of war industries to peace-
time production and employment levels, the short but
severe recession of 1921-1922, the depression of 1929-
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1933, the inadequacy of the AFL’s approach to the or-
ganization of manufacturing industries, and finally, the
attitude of government.

The general decline in 1920-1921 hit New Jersey’s
union movement, too, but with much less impact than
it hit the country as a whole. After dropping nearly
6,000 members between 1920 and 1921, the state Federa-
tion’s membership remained virtually unchanged be-
tween 1921 and 1922. Thereafter it generally rose until
1928, in contrast to national trends which were down.

Doubtless, this stability may be attributed to the high
proportion of building trades unionists in the Federa-
tion: there was a big building boom in the twenties, so
unlike most other union groups, those in construction
gained rather than lost in this period. With the depres-
sion of 1929-1933, the union movement in New Jersey
declined with the rest of the unions in the country.

So successful was the staying power of the New Jersey
union movement during the twenties, that in 1923 the
Federation came out for the establishment of banks
owned and operated by the unions. There was, at this
time, a wave of interest in banking by organized labor,
but many of the banks labor established subsequently
failed.

A committee including Arthur A. Quinn, President,
Henry Hilfers, Secretary, and Henry Carless, Counsel of
the Federation, investigated the proposal and recom-
mended its adoption. They concluded that workers
needed a bank where their problems would be under-
stood, and unbiased advice would be easily available.

As a result, the Union National Bank was chartered
in April, 1925. Located in Newark, it began operating
in June of the following year with a capitalization of
$250,000 and $125,000 in surplus. Over 80 per cent of
the stock was owned by organized labor. The bank was
successfully managed through the financial panic and
depression of 1929-1933. Later it was renamed the Broad
National Bank. Today the Broad National Bank is the
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only bank in New Jersey known to recognize a union of
its employees and deal with them through collective
bargaining.

While this was the most impressive and successful of
the union’s banking efforts in New Jersey, the first labor
bank in the State was organized in 1924 in Paterson
primarily through the efforts of a few silk weavers. The
trades unionists of Paterson were apathetic or negative
in their response.*

The last labor bank in the eastern part of the country
was set up in 1926 in Jersey City, largely as a result of
the efforts of Theodore (“Terry”) Brandle, of the Iron-
workers Union. Both the Labor National Bank of Jersey
City and the Paterson labor bank went bankrupt during
the depression of 1929-1933.

Brandle, a political ally of Mayor Frank Hague of
Jersey City, sought to gain control of the State Federa-
tion in 1925, but the combined voting of Essex and
South Jersey re-elected Quinn to the presidency. Cor-
nelius Ford, back in New Jersey union affairs, also
played a role in repulsing Brandle and Hague.

Quinn continued in office until 1933 when he stepped
down. He was succeeded for the year 1933-1934 by
Thomas B. Eames, a member of the Glass Bottle Blowers
Union.

Eames’ election was sharply contested by two other
candidates, and as a result, Eames won by a plurality
of only 36 votes over the second-place runner, Louis P.
Marciante of the powerful International Brotherhood of
Electrical Workers. The close vote apparently en-
gendered some resentment among Marciante’s support-
ers, as reflected by a sudden and precipitous drop in the
Federation’s average paid membership. While the paid
membership averaged 36,700 in 1933 at the bottom of
the depression, it suddenly fell to 13,000 in 1934, a year
of economic improvement. In 1935 membership returned

* Industrial Relations Section, Princeton University, The Labor
Banking Movement in the United States (Princeton, 1929), 49.
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to the 1933 number, after Marciante unseated Eames for
the presidency of the state federation in the fall of 1934.
His margin of victory over Eames was 16 votes.

DiSINTEGRATION OF TEXTILE UNIONISM

While the union movement of skilled workers survived
and even prospered in New Jersey during the 1920’s, the
textile unions brought into being during the First World
War gradually fell apart. The Amalgamated Textile
Union, a product of the war period, lost members and
local units. Some of the locals joined the Associated Silk
Workers, another union born during the war.

The battering of the 1920-1921 depression was so bad
that by 1922 there was only a remnant left of the textile
unions, the Amalgamated Textile Union, the Associated
Silk Workers, and the United Textile Workers, affiliated
with the American Federation of Labor.

In 1922, the Amalgamated Textile Union launched a
federation of textile unions, but the effort eventually
proved ineffectual and the federation disbanded in 1927.
The Amalgamated itself went out of existence as a sepa-
rate organization in 1923, leaving only the Associated
Silk Workers and the United Textile Workers, AFL.

In 1926, the leading woolen mills of Passaic, Clifton,
Garfield and Lodi were shaken by another of the dra-
matic strikes which had marked the history of New
Jersey’s textile industry. Indeed, the strike of 1926 was
probably the outstanding labor conflict of President
Calvin Coolidge’s administration and was the “first great
Communist strike in the United States.” ¥

However, the intrusion of the Communist Party into

* Theodore Draper, American Communism and Soviet Russia
(New York, 1960), 223, quoted in Esther Liberman, “The Influence
of Left-Wing Radicalism in the Paterson Silk Strikes of 1912-1913,
and the Passaic Woolen Strike of 1926” (an unpublished Mss in
the author’s possession), 34.

Details on this strike depend primarily on Esther Liberman’s

Mss, and on Morton Siegel, “The Passaic Textile Strike of 1926”
(an unpublished doctoral thesis in Columbia University Library).
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the leadership of the strike was virtually an accident: if
the Communist Party had strictly followed the prevailing
Party line, they should not have been in the forefront,
as they came to be. But an intellectual who had recently
converted to Communism, Alfred Weisbord, and the
force of circumstances pushed the Party into this “awk-
ward” position.

Orthodox Communist dogma toward American unions
during the first half of the 1920’s was a policy of “boring
from within,” that is, attempting to capture the unions
by infiltration. At its Fourth Convention in August
1925, just prior to the strike, the Communist Party of
the United States (then known as the Workers’ Party)
came out in favor of organizing textile workers by
“strengthening the existing organizations” although
leaving a loop-hole by adding that it also suported “the
creation of new unions where none existed.” In textiles,
however, there was a functioning union, the United
Textile Workers of America, AFL. Hence, the Party
would deviate from its official line if it sponsored an-
other labor organization. Yet, that is what the Com-
munist Party did in the Passaic textile strike of 1926.

The strike broke out at the Botany Mills in January
1926 over wages, hours, and recognition of the United
Front Committee, a Communist organization led by
Alfred Weisbord. Botany had reduced wages by ten per
cent in September 1925, contending that only in this way
could the company continue to keep all employees on
the pay roll. At first, Botany met no resistance from the
workers, although Weisbord was able to enroll some
workers in his United Front Committee of Textile Work-
ers of Passaic and Vicinity. Later, however, in January
1926, members of the Committee approached manage-
ment to demand restoration of the wage cut, time and
a half for overtime, and recognition of the United Front
Committee as the representative of the Botany workers.
The company replied by firing the Committee members.
Their discharge was immediately followed by a walk-out
of some 5,000 Botany workers.
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Shortly thereafter, in February, the strike spread to
other mills and to the nearby communities of Clifton,
Garfield, and Lodi. Employees of Forstmann and Huff-
man, New Jersey Worsted, Passaic Worsted, United Piece
Dye Works and Dundee Textile went out on strike bring-
ing the total number of strikers to over 10,000. New de-
mands were now made on the Botany management: a
wage increase of ten per cent above the levels of Septem-
ber 1925, compensation for the wages lost due to the wage
reduction, a forty hour week, sanitary working condi-
_ tions, and no discrimination in the rehiring of strikers.

Although technically placed in command of the strike
by the Chairman of the Executive of the Workers’ Party,
Weisbord became its leader and hero by acclaim of the
striking workers. They referred to him as “Jescusko,” or
little Jesus, because of his devotion to their cause. Alfred
Weisbord was a graduate of the City College of New
York, a member of Phi Beta Kappa, and a graduate of
the Harvard Law School, class of 1924. He had been at-
tracted to Socialism by 1920, and later to Communism.
Within the Party, he supported the theory of dual union-
ism, the policy which the Workers’ Party of the United
States had rejected on orders from Moscow. Prior to the
strike, Weisbord worked in a silk mill in Paterson, mean-
while organizing the United Front Committee as an in-
strument to conduct strikes. From the outset then, Weis-
bord was in conflict with the Party’s supreme principle,
unreserved acceptance of the Party line.

Weisbord’s conduct of the strike was applauded by
many including Henry F. Hilfers, secretary-treasurer of
the New Jersey State Federation of Labor, and a foe of
Communism. Hilfers said of Weisbord’s leadership in the
strike that, “he has accomplished what probably others
couldn’t. . . . He has kept the strikers out for a solid
eight months. . . . I want to take my hat off to him.*

Unlike the Paterson silk strike of 1912 and 1913, the
Passaic woolen strike of 1926 was marked by violence,

* Proceeding of the New Jersey State Federation of Labor, 1926,
65.
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most of it by the police. On March 2, 1926 the police
used tear gas and clubs to enforce an order banning
picketing issued by the Commisioner of Public Safety of
Passaic. The Jersey City Journal characterized the police
as giving “the impression that they are a bunch of ‘Cos-
sacks.”” * However, police action went further than at-
tacking the strikers; they also used force against out-of-
town newspaper reporters and photographers who were
giving publicity to the strike.

The strikers also resorted to force against non-strikers,
although Weisbord opposed their actions. Nevertheless,
personal attacks on non-strikers and bombings of their
homes mounted as the strike wore on and the situation
of the strikers grew more desperate.

Strike relief was given the United Front Committee
by some sympathetic unions, churches and individual
sympathizers. In June, 1926, when the relief funds were
running low, the president of the Massachusetts Federa-
tion of Labor, AFL called for an end to AFL contribu-
tions because he claimed that the workers were being
used to further communist propaganda.

Efforts to settle the strike by the Secretary of Labor,
James J. Davis, and later the Governor of New Jersey,
A. Harry Moore, were unsuccessful. In August, arrange-
ments were made to ease Weisbord out of the strike and
to turn the strike over to the United Textile Workers,
AFL. However, the employers refused to bargain with
any union and it was only through the mediation of
local citizens that the strike was ended.

Limited agreement was obtained from Botany to re-
employ strikers without discrimination. In general, the
working conditions prevailing before the strike were re-
instated. The only exception was an agreement to rescind
the ten per cent wage cut, the issue which had precipi-
tated the strike.

By September, the workers began to drift back to the

* Esther Liberman, “The Influence of Left-Wing Radicalism in
the Paterson Silk Strikes of 1912-1913, and the Passaic Woolen
Strike of 1926” (unpublished Mss in the author’s possession), 38.
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mills; they returned en masse on November 12, 1926
following an agreement worked-out between local resi-
dents and clergy with the Passaic Worsted Company.
The strike ended completely on February 28, 1927 when
workers in Lodi, the last holdouts returned to work.

The Communists remained, however, and with a
change in the Party line of “boring from within” to
dualism (setting-up unions to organize workers within
the jurisdiction of existing unions), they organized locals
in New Jersey of the Communist-sponsored National
Textile Workers Union. However little headway was
made, and unions in silk and wool alike declined during
the depression of 1929-1933.

The modern union movement of New Jersey, embodied
in the Federation of Organized Trades and Labor Un-
ions, AFL, settled down to steady growth by the end of
the nineteenth century. In 1901 the Federation changed
its name to the New Jersey State Federation of Labor. It
was a movement limited primarily to skilled workers in
the building, metal, and printing trades. To a great
extent the trend of its growth was influenced by business
conditions and World War I. During the 1920’s when
unions in the country were losing members rapidly, the
union movement in New Jersey apparently at least
stabilized its position, if it did not run counter to the
trend. The depression of 1929-1933, however, greatly
reduced the size of the union movement in New Jersey,
as it did in the Nation.

The stability of the Federation was reflected in the
long administrations of two presidents, Cornelius Ford,
1902-1918, Arthur A. Quinn, 1913-1933, and Henry
Hilfers’ long secretaryship, from 1909 to 1926.

While the skilled workers were firmly establishing the
roots of their unions, the unskilled (and even the skilled)
in the state’s textile industry repeatedly failed to do like-
wise. Dramatic strikes led by the Industrial Workers of
the World were conducted in the silk industry in 1912
and 1913, and by the Communists in wool, in 1926-1927.
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The State AFL and local union associations extended
their sympathies to the strikers, but their support was
minor and peripheral. Instead of the conservative leader-
ship of the AFL, the textile workers turned to Syn-
dicalists, Anarchists, Socialists, and Communists. But
despite the fireworks provided by their colorful leader-
ship, no permanent unions came out of these struggles.

At the depth of the depression, in 1933, there was
virtually no unionism in textiles, but a strong if tempo-
rarily reduced union movement in the New Jersey
building, metal, and printing trades.
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THE NEW DEAL TO THE
NEW FRONTIER
1933-1964

r].:u: DEPRESSION of 1929-1933 shrank the union move-
movent in the country to the membership level, more
or less, of 1916. Likewise, the unions in New Jersey also
declined during the severe depression, but apparently not
so drastically as the national movement.

From this nadir of their fortunes, the national and
New Jersey unions staged a revival and an expansion
unprecedented in the annals of American labor organiza-
tion. Of the new developments, two were outstanding:
the unionization of the unskilled, primarily by unions
affiliated with the Committee for Industrial Organization,
known as the Congress of Industrial Organizations be-
ginning in 1938; and, second, the Federal Government’s
venture into labor relations on a scale heretofore un-
known in this country.

For New Jersey these developments meant extensive
unionization of textiles, something that had eluded the
industry since the first cotton mill strike in 1828. In
addition, most workers in the state’s other manufacturing
industries, electrical machinery, fabricated metal prod-
ucts, chemicals, petroleum, and automobiles also became
unionized. Meanwhile, the older unions of skilled work-
ers in building, metal trades, and printing recouped
their losses and went on to new records in numbers and
economic strength.
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Despite the organization of large numbers of produc-
tion workers in manufacturing, the ideological if not
the material gap persisted between the older craft unions
and the newer CIO unions. Moreover, the greater pre-
ponderance of the building trades unions in this state in
comparison to many other states, probably accentuated
the rift between the “labor aristocracy” and the “labor
masses”’ and their respective state federations. The rift
showed up in differences between AFL and CIO trade
union practices, philosophies, political approaches, and
personalities. Furthermore, the rift continues to persist
despite the nominal unity which prevails, and if one
is to appreciate the position of organized labor in New
Jersey, this fact must be recognized and accepted.

The question which arises is, why did not or could
not the AFL and its unions organize the “labor masses’’?
The principal reasons were the AFL’s craft approach
to organizing the unorganized, its attitude and practices
toward the unskilled and semiskilled worker, the Fed-
eration’s general inexperience in dealing with the prob-
lems of factory workers, the lack of determination or
desire to muster the manpower and financial resources
necessary to unionize millions of production workers,
and finally, a leadership whose philosophy was more
attuned to the static technology of the skilled trades
rather than the continuously changing processes of
manufacturing.

Because of its overriding concern with craft lines and
exclusive jurisdiction, the AFL usually insisted that its
affiliates’ claim to the unorganized crafts and occupations
be settled in advance of any large-scale organizing cam-
paign. In a sense, there had to be a division of the
“spoils of war” before the first battle was fought.

To the mass production worker this zealous concern
over craft jurisdiction seemed a poor way to enroll large
numbers of assemblyline workers quickly and effectively.
Moreover, the craft unions were concerned only about
the skilled occupations and appeared to pay little regard,
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if any, to the great majority of semiskilled and unskilled
workers. '

High initiation fees and discriminatory practices alien-
ated many unskilled laborers, semiskilled machine op-
erators, women and negroes. The ineffectual approach of
the craft unions to organizing large groups of workers
in the great manufacturing companies of the nation
made even the employer-sponsored union an alternative
form of labor organization. Prior to the 1930’s, many
trade unions opposed or failed to appreciate the shop
committee in a manufacturing plant as a means of set-
tling issues and adjusting disputes. Differences in indus-
trial relations practices among industries and plants
were overlooked or ignored.*

Significantly, the faction within the AFL which favored
organizing plants and companies without regard to the
occupations of the workers were mostly leaders of in-
dustrial unions who were young or at the peak of their
maturity. When they split apart from the AFL, the
Commitee for Industrial Organizations and its succes-
sor, the Congress of Industrial Organizations, mobilized
men and money to organize the unorganized on a scale
that made previous AFL efforts puny by comparison.**
It would be no exaggeration to say that the CIO was
the first of the “big-time spenders” in the history of
American labor.

John L. Lewis of the United Mine Workers led the
group of unions within the AFL who urged a reforma-
tion in the Federation’s approach to organizing. The
New Deal Administration of President Franklin D.
Roosevelt which gave organized labor the best prospects
it had ever had to extend unionization made his pro-
posals timely and urgent.

Under Section 7 (a) of the National Industrial Recov-

* William M. Leiserson, “Company Unions,” in the Encyclopedia
of the Social Sciences (New York, 1942), IV, 124. 2

** Walter Galenson, The CIO Challenge to the AFL (Cambridge,
1960), 595-601.
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ery Act of 1933, declaring that workers had a legal right
to join unions, the United Mine Workers, the Interna-
tional Ladies Garment Workers, the Clothing Workers,
and the Teamsters made substantial gains. In 1935,
passage of the Wagner Act presaged even greater gov-
ernmental support for organizing unions.

Flushed with success, Lewis formed a Committee for
Industrial Organization after the annual AFL conven-
tion in Atlantic City in 1935. At the convention, the
AFL voted against unionization on industrial lines, so
Lewis formed the CIO on his own initiative and against
the wishes of the AFL.

Associated with Lewis and the Mine Workers were
Sidney Hillman of the Amalgamated Clothing Workers,
David Dubinsky of the International Ladies Garment
Workers, and Charles Howard, President of the Inter-
national Typographical Union. Howard joined on a
personal basis and the union did not leave the AFL
when the CIO broke with the Federation. The Com-
mittee pressed the leadership of the AFL to accept
organization of the mass production industries on an
industrial basis, without regard to occupation, but to
no avail. The AFL leadership ordered the CIO to halt
its plans for organizing on an industrial basis and then
suspended the CIO unions which elected to persist in
their plans. In October, 1937, the CIO, following its
suspension by the Executive Committee of the AFL,
elected John L. Lewis as Chairman of the Committee
and set out to organize on an industrial basis. In the
following year, the Committee was reorganized as the
Congress of Industrial Organizations.

As part of their organizational plans, the CIO formed
state groups to organize workers and to engage in po-
litical activity. The New Jersey Industrial Union Council
was the twenty-fourth state association set up by the
CIO. It was organized in the same year as the founding
of the Congress itself, in October, 1938, claiming a
membership at that time of 35,000. For about a year
prior to the founding of the Industrial Union Council,
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the CIO operated in New Jersey through a regional office
headed by Wiliam J. Carney of the Mine Workers and
later the Rubber Workers. Carney became the first presi-
dent of the IUC, a post he held until his death in 1940.

ORGANIZATION IN TEXTILES, 1933-1940

The first industry in New Jersey to feel the effect of
the new organizational drives of the CIO was textiles. As
we have seen, textiles, had a long and unsuccessful record
of union efforts to organize, and of that by 1933 only
vestiges remained.

However, in 1934, textile unionism revived in New
Jersey as a result of a nation-wide walkout called by the
United Textile Workers, AFL. The strike which lasted
three weeks engulfed over 400,000 workers in all parts
of the country, despite the fact that at most the union
had only 20,000 dues-paying members at this time.

The strike began in cotton on September 2, after the
National Recovery Administration’s approval of an
industry proposal to reduce working hours to 30 per
week with no change in wage rates, thus restricting the
power of workers to earn up to the full weekly minimum
possible under the code, $13 in the North and $12 in
the South.* It soon spread to all parts of the textile
industry, both North and South. In Paterson, a proposed
strike of dyers was stopped by court injunctions when
20,000 writs were served individually. Nevertheless, thou-
sands of silk workers did go on strike in northern New
Jersey. One of the devices which made their strike effec-
tive was the use of “flying squadrons,” that is, groups
of workers moving from place to place in automobiles
to induce non-strikers to leave their work. Of course,
the antiquity of many of the cars made the term “flying
squadrons” something of an exaggeration.

The strike ended on September 22 when President
Roosevelt announced approval of the findings of a board

* Lewis L. Lorwin and Arthur Wubnig, Labor Relations Boards
(Washington, 1935), 416.
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which had examined the complaints of the textile work-
ers. The President expressed his desire that the workers
return to their jobs, and that the employers take them
back without discrimination pending implementation of
the report. However, the board’s report did little more
than recommend that other government groups handle
and study the problems of textile labor, so few tangible
results were realized. The purposes of the strike were
therefore defeated, and a major reason for this was the
weakness of the United Textile Workers, AFL.

Consequently, the UTW leadership viewed John L.
Lewis’ Committee for Industrial Organization as offering
prospects for saving and strengthening the union. In
1937, the UTW came to terms with Lewis and Hillman
and accepted a subordinate role in a new CIO organiza-
tional device, the Organizing Committee. The Textile
Workers Organizing Committee was primarily financed
and led by Sidney Hillman’s Amalgamated Clothing
Workers.

The contributions of the Clothing Workers, the Mine
Workers and the Ladies Garment Workers Union to the
Textile Workers Organizing Committee was stressed
by the TWOC’s first regional director in New Jersey,
Carl Holderman:

It is a fact that the organizations such as the United Mine
Workers, the Amalgamated Clothing Workers, and the Inter-
national Ladies Garment Workers, who have contributed
through assessments to finance the TWOC drive is itself a
monument to their union ideals to build up a foundation for
the benefit of the Textile Workers.*

In addition to spending large sums of money, the
CIO built up impressive staffs of organizers and concen-
trated their resources in a massive drive on one or a

* Minutes of the New Jersey State Joint Board, Textile Workers
Organizing Committee, 27 Nov., 1937, 11. Most of what follows on
the organization of the TWOC in New Jersey is from these min-
utes, made available through the courtesy of Mr. Sol Stettin of
the Textile Workers Union of America, AFL-CIO.
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few key targets, and made extensive use of the radio to
reach large audiences. In this they differed from the
previous organizational techniques of the American Fed-
eration of Labor.

While no one in New Jersey became the personifica-
tion of the CIO as Lewis did nationally, Carl Holderman
came closest to such a position. He served as manager,
regional director, and as vice-president of the Textile
Workers, secretary and later president of the State CIO,
and at one time as regional director of the National
CIO in New Jersey.

Before the advent of the CIO, Holderman had been
a manager of the New York-New Jersey District of the
American Federation of Hosiery Workers. With the
formation of the CIO and the Textiles Workers Or-
ganizing Committee, the Hosiery Workers joined the
TWOC, CIO. Holderman, who had met and impressed
Sidney Hillman of the Clothing Workers during the
great textile strike of 1934, was tapped by Hillman and
the TWOC to be regional director of the new organiza-
tion for New Jersey in 1937.

Following his appointment, Holderman turned to
the unionization of the silk and woolen mills in the
Paterson-Passaic area. By mid year, 1937, Holderman was
able to report that over 60 shops employing 8000 work-
ers were under TWOC contracts, and that another 5000
workers were expected to be under contract by July,
1937. When these were brought under contract, the
union won wage increases of from 10 to 50 per cent,
vacations with pay, bonuses for overtime, and a reduc-
tion in the standard work week. At this time, according
to Holderman, 80,000 textile workers were still unor-
ganized in New Jersey. Because of the vigor and scale
of the TWOC’s organizing drives, it seems fair to say
that this was the first business-like effort to unionize
textile workers, in contrast to which all earlier ones
were mere uprisings.

To consolidate TWOC’s initial gains in the State,
Holderman set up the Joint Board for New Jersey, a
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form of organization familiar to him from his experience
with the Hosiery Workers. A joint board is like a fed-
eration of local unions, except that it has far more
power over its affiliates than a federation. Initially the
Joint Board comprised all textile unions in the state
excepting the resuscitated Federation of Dyers and
Bleachers and the Hosiery Workers. Both these groups,
like the United Textile Workers, were affiliated directly
with the national headquarters of TWOC. The Dyers
and Bleachers Union was revived by George Baldzani
of Paterson, who was its president.

At this time the Joint Board consisted of eleven local
unions most of which were in the silk industry and in
both major branches of weaving: broad and narrow
fabrics. Broad fabrics include dress, underwear, and tie
silks, and the narrow fabrics, under 24 inches in width,
include woven labels, ribbons, hat bands, and braids.
Workers in both plain and Jacquard weaving were
therefore enrolled in the first organizational drives of
the New Jersey TWOC.

The initial spurt of unionization in New Jersey’s
textiles lost its momentum in the face of the serious
recession that set in after May, 1937. For over four
years, the economic revival that began in March, 1933
and carried through to May, 1937 had been accompanied
by an upsurge of unionism. With the downturn that
began in the summer of 1937 and lasted for a year, the
pace of unionism slowed, and in the case of the TWOC
in New Jersey turned into a decline.

Unemployment became so severe that Holderman
reported to the Joint Board that the textile industry in
New Jersey had a 70 to 75 per cent rate of unemploy-
ment. While the Joint Board could claim 12,000 mem-
bers at the end of 1937, by July, 1938 the number had
been reduced to below 7500. The number of locals had
increased from 11 to 17, however.

Toward the end of 1938, conditions improved, revers-
ing the trend in membership and enabling the locals
in silk to get a closed shop provision for the first time
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in New Jersey’s textile history. (The “closed shop” re-
quires union membership as a condition of obtaining
and keeping a job.)

Improvement in economic conditions continued into
1939 and the number of locals belonging to the New
Jersey State Joint Board of TWOC increased to 20.
Dues-paying membership rose to 8600, still below the
number attained immediately after the first organizing
success of 1937.

Besides battling depressed economic conditions, it
was evident that the TWOC in New Jersey was running
into other roadblocks. These were stiffened employer
opposition, internal dissensions, and rival organization
by the AFL.

Thus, the woolen industry in the Passaic area proved
to be too much at this time for the TWOC. Botany
Mills, the center of the big strike of 1926, employed some
5000 workers in 1939, and was the center of the union
resistance to TWOC. Other important woolen mills
who likewise were able to resist TWOC were Forstmann
with about 2000 employees, and Samuel Hird, with some
1500 on its payroll, and New Jersey Worsted with 500
employees.

Likewise, the Johnson & Johnson Company in New
Brunswick, and American Celluloid (later the Celanese
Corporation) in Newark, which the TWOC claimed
were in its jurisdiction, repelled efforts by the Joint
Board and its locals to organize them.

Johnson & Johnson set up company unions, succeeded
later by local independent unions * that barred the way
to TWOC until the war years. American Celluloid
workers chose a local directly affiliated with the AFL to
represent them instead of the TWOC early in 1939.
In August, 1940, however the TWOC superseded the
AFL at Celluloid by a vote of 523 to 491.

* A local independent union is distinguished from a company-
dominated union in that it meets the National Labor Relations
Board’s standards enabling it to represent workers, while a com-
pany-dominated union does not.
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Meanwhile, TWOC representation at two plants of
Linen Thread in Paterson, won in 1937, was gradually
lost to company unions, which became local independent
unions by 1941. Combined these employed over 700
workers. Clark Thread, an even larger employer in
Newark, resisted TWOC’s early devices and remained
non-union into the war period. Important carpet pro-
ducers who kept out the TWOC as late as 1941 were
Beattie in Little Falls and Gulbenkian in New Bruns-
wick. On the other hand, the important Karagheusian
plant in Freehold, with a thousand or more members,
had joined the union early in 1940.

Within two years of its establishment in New Jersey
dissension arose within the State Joint Board of the
Textile Workers, CIO. It arose from both national and
local seurces. Nationally, part of the old United Textile
Workers seceded from the TWOC, CIO, and re-joined
the AFL. In New ]Jersey, this secession did not produce
widespread or serious effects, but the rivalry did become
more important later. Meanwhile in 1939, the TWOC
was reconstituted as the Textile Workers Union of
America, CIO.

Locally, the Joint Board of the TWUA, CIO was
attacked by various local unions which disapproved of
the Joint Board system. One reason for their disapproval
was the cost of supporting the Board.

Another important criticism of the Joint Board
stemmed from the diversity of the industrial back-
grounds of the unions. For example, the carpet unions
felt it more important to support associations with other
locals in carpets, rather than all textile groups.

A third attack on the State Joint Board form of or-
ganization was motivated by geographic considerations.
For administrative reasons locals in the various sections
of the State wanted their own joint boards.

Finally, personality clashes and personal rivalries also
seemed to motivate the attacks on the Joint Board.
Some individuals and locals evidently wanted to cut
down Holderman’s power and prestige, and felt that,
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if the Joint Board were dissolved, his power in the state
and national union would be drastically reduced. At
the time of these attacks, early in 1940, the State Board
had 19 written agreements with 163 employers covering
over 12,000 workers. These were grouped into 23 local
unions whose paying membership was under 9000.

The regional demands for decentralization were grad-
ually met, beginning with proposals to split the state
into three areas in June, 1940. The first and most
important regional group was the North Jersey Joint
Board. It included the counties of Passaic, Hudson, and
Essex and until the Central Jersey Joint Board was
organized, perhaps a year later, also Mercer, Monmouth,
and Middlesex. All counties south of Mercer and Mon-
mouth were united into a South Jersey Joint Board.
Holderman, previously manager of the State Joint Board,
now became manager of the North Jersey Joint Board.
At this time, he also was a vice-president of the TWOC.

After Carney’s death in 1940, Irving Abramson was
elected President and Holderman, secretary-treasurer of
the State CIO. He had been treasurer of the State CIO
since 1939. Abramson was Holderman’s assistant in the
Textile Workers. After Abramson stepped down from
the presidency in 1945, Holderman took the office. He
held it until becoming the Commissioner of Labor and
Industry under Governor Meyner in 1954.

THE CIO 1IN ELectricAL Propucts, 1937-1940

While the Textile Workers probably led the way for
the CIO in New Jersey, and was the leading CIO
affiliate in the state in 1940, by virtue of numbers and
leadership, the United Radio, Machine and Electrical
Workers Union was a close second.

Although probably following the TWOC in terms
of organizing success in New Jersey, the United Elec-
trical, Radio and Machine Workers, CIO, soon became
an important union power in the State CIO, and, in
fact, by the end of World War II was the leading CIO
union in New Jersey. This was an important develop-
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ment in State CIO affairs because the UE, as the union
is familiarly known, came under the domination of the
Communist Party.

The UE scored its earliest major success in New Jersey
at Radio Corporation of America’s Camden plant in late
1937, after a campaign that began in May, 1936. While
the CIO was still within the AFL, an independent union
at the RCA plant (successor to an employee representa-
tion plan) joined the United Electrical, Radio and
Machine Workers and then asked management for a
signed collective bargaining agreement. The company
refused and a strike began. At first, 8000 of the 10,000
employed went out, but by the second week of the strike
7000 were back at work. Meanwhile, the leadership of
the United Electrical Workers interested John L. Lewis
in their cause and with his help, money and manpower
were thrown into the campaign. Lewis himself negotiated
with RCA management in New York and won an agree-
ment to settle the issue of union representation by a
National Labor Relations Board election. The election,
held in August, 1936, resulted in a majority of votes
cast for the UE, but the total votes cast was a minority
of those eligible to vote. Nevertheless, the National
Labor Relations Board ruled that the UE was the
representative of the RCA workers in Camden because
a company union had urged a boycott of the election.
RCA at first refused to grant exclusive recognition to
UE on the advice of its labor expert, General Hugh
Johnson, former Administrator of the National Recovery
Administration. Later (by October, 1937) his successor
worked out an agreement recognizing the UE (by then
part of the CIO) as the representative of all employees.
Two years later the International Brotherhood of Elec-
trical Workers, AFL, attempted to wrest the Camden
plant from the UE, but lost to the UE in a NLRB
election.*

* The account of the RCA plant in Camden is from Walter
Galenson, The CIO Challenge to the AFL (Cambridge, 1960), 246,
247, 255.
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Westinghouse plants making lamps in Bloomfield,
Belleville, and Trenton, and the meter plant in Newark
were high on the list of the UE’s objectives. In 1937
company unions in these plants presented serious barriers
to the UE, but by organizational drives and National
Labor Relations Board elections, the UE broke through.

Likewise, seven plants making up the Edison Indus-
tries in the Oranges were organized in 1937. There the
UE negotiated paid vacations and paid holidays, said
to be the first for factory workers in the State.

The UE also entered the Delco-Remy plant of Gen-
eral Motors in Bloomfield before World War II. Prewar
inroads were also made at General Electric’s lamp divi-
sion in Newark. In 1940, the Radio Condenser plant in
Camden and the Condenser corporation in Plainfield
were organized.

The “plum” of the electronics industry in New Jersey,
the Kearny works of Western Electric, employing about
14,000 workers, escaped the UE, however. Its first an-
tagonist was the Western Electric Employees Association,
a local independent union. This organization, an out-
growth of a company inspired organization, barred the
way to UE from 1937 to 1947. In 1947, the CIO itself
took over the attempt to win the WEEA to the Tele-
phone Workers Organizing Committee, but failed. In
1948, the International Brotherhood of Electrical Work-
ers, AFL, stepped into the picture and succeeded in
winning representation of the Western Electric plant,
thus giving the AFL union the largest local unit in
manufacturing in the state.

As a result of the UE'’s rapid gains in northern New
Jersey in early 1937, the CIO, led by the UE, established
the Greater Newark Industrial Union Council. Set up
in September, 1937, it preceded the founding of the State
CIO by just over a year. The Greater Newark IUC
embraced not only Newark but all of Essex County, and
Passaic, Hudson, and Union counties as well. The
Newark IUC was, in fact, a forerunner of the State CIO
and the county CIO councils which were later developed
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from it. If the State CIO became a textile workers con-
trolled group in 1940, the Newark Industrial Council
was, in parallel terms, a UE controlled organization
from 1937 to 1949 when the UE was ousted from the
CIO.

PETROLEUM, STEEL, AND AuTtos, 1937-1940

Except for textiles and electrical goods, the CIO
drives in other industries were either slow in starting
or, until World War II, affected smaller numbers of
workers. In petroleum refining and marketing, the CIO
Oil Workers made no headway against the major com-
pany in the state, Standard Oil of New Jersey. Standard
operated large refineries in Bayonne and Linden, but
these were represented by company and later local
independent unions. This was true, too, of tank-truck
drivers and clerical employers. Indeed, down to 1964,
the. Oil Workers, and other unions, notably the Team-
sters, failed to dent the independent unions in Standard
of New Jersey’s installations in this state. The success
of these independents was attributed to

the willingness of Standard management to keep hands oft
the new independents, plus their wage and personnel policies,
which convinced many of their employees that it would be
more advantageous to continue on an independent basis.*

The Oil Workers did make inroads in some New
Jersey locations of petroleum companies in 1937, notably
the Cities Service refinery at Linden. Previously, in 1934,
the Sinclair refineries came under union representation
as part of the national recognition extended to the Oil
Workers by Harry F. Sinclair, an action attributed to
his favorable attitude toward the New Deal.

The first Steel Workers’ unit in the state appears
to have been the Worthington Pump Company (now the

* Walter Galenson, The CIO Challenge to the AFL (Cambridge,
1960), 416.
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Worthington Company) in Harrison, organized in 1937.
It was actually organized by the UE and then turned
over to the Steel Workers Organizing Committee. But
if the UE gave SWOC its start in New Jersey, the Steel
Workers were destined to hand UE its last major set-
back in this state when twenty years later, in 1957, the
Steel Workers wrested the Ingersoll-Rand plant in Phil-
lipsburg from the UE.

Harrison was a center of the Steel Workers’ organizing
activity in the period 1937-1940. After the pump division
of Worthington was unionized its meter division soon
followed. The Driver-Harris Company in Harrison was
won by the Steel Workers in 1937, as was the Crucible
Steel plant. Crucible’s Spaulding Works in Jersey City
apparently came after 1937. After the war, the Jersey
City operations were moved to Harrison.

National Standard, formerly Athenia Steel, in Clifton,
was taken from an AFL union by the CIO Steel Workers
in 1937. Roebling in Trenton and the nearby town of
Roebling were won by the steel union in 1939. Overall,
by 1939, the Steel Workers Organizing Committee had
about 20 locals in New Jersey.

The United Auto Workers’ start in New Jersey was
inauspicious. At the 1937 National Convention of the
UAW, no locals were represented from New Jersey.
Three years later only four were present, the largest
delegation coming from the General Motors plant in
Linden. In addition, units at Titeflex in Newark, Hyatt
Roller Bearing, and Mclnerney Spring and Wire each
sent a delegate. A major factor in the slow start of the
UAW was the factional fight between AFL and CIO
supporters at national headquarters in the period 1938-
1940. Although centered in Michigan, the internal UAW
battling retarded the expansion of the union elsewhere.
The civil war in the auto union reached a climax in
1939 with the CIO forces gaining the upper hand. The
losing faction split off and set up a rival union chartered
by the AFL.

In New Jersey, as elsewhere, the rival auto unions
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clashed with more victories won by the UAW-CIO. In
a key contest at General Motor’s Linden plant in April,
1940, the UAW-CIO overwhelmed the AFL auto union
in a National Labor Relations Board election, 2,135
votes to 65, with 285 going to neither.

A few months later, in August, 1940, the UAW-CIO
won the Bloomfield Warehouse of the General Motors
Sales Corporation in another National Labor Relations
Board poll. The following year the UAW gained repre-
sentation rights after another Board election at the Air
Associates plant in Bendix. Brewster Aeronautical in
Newark was apparently organized before America entered
World War II. However, the real upsurge of the UAW
in New Jersey, like that of so many other unions, came
with World War II.

During the height of the prewar CIO organizing
drives, the Auto and the Rubber Workers had begun to
use the sit-down strike with devastating impact in Michi-
gan and Ohio. Governor Harold G. Hoffman, eyeing the
organizing activities at the Thermoid Company in Tren-
ton in the early months of 1937, warned the Rubber
Workers Organizing Committee and the CIO in general
against using the sit-down strike in New Jersey. He
declared that

a labor union has no more right to take possession of a fac-
tory than a band of gangsters has to take possession of a bank,
and when to such unlawful taking of possession there is added
the theft and destruction of property, and the use of threat
of violence and armed resistance to government authority,
there is no difference between the two either in principle or
degree.*

In the spring of 1937 the Thermoid Company was
struck (but not with a sit-down) and Governor Hoffman
sent in the State Police. These were soon withdrawn,
but this action earned the Governor the title of strike-
breaker. In addition, the inflammatory nature of his

* New York Times, Feb. 16, 1937.
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remarks on strikes embroiled him in disputes with groups
like the League of Women Voters, as well as labor.

THE STATE FEDERATION OF LABOR, 1933-1940

A changeover in the leadership of the Federation in
1934 brought Louis P. Marciante to the presidency, a
post he held until his death in 1961. Since Vincent
Murphy defeated Hugh Reilly for secretary-treasurer
of the Federation in 1932, the Federation had an entirely
new administration at a crucial turning point in labor
history, the advent of the New Deal. Together, Marciante
and Murphy guided the State Federation for the next
quarter-century and longer.

Despite their inadequate coverage, the figures in Ap-
pendix C support the conclusion that affiliates of the
New Jersey Federation grew slowly during the New
Deal years, 1933-1939. It was only with the outbreak of
war in Europe that the State AFL made more rapid
gains.

One of the most difficult membership problems beset-
ting the Federation throughout its history and a major
reason for the difficulty of gauging its size and growth
was the failure of many eligible unions in New Jersey to
join the State AFL organization. A survey in 1935
showed that of 966 eligible unions known in the state
less than half, 418, belonged to the New Jersey Federa-
tion of Labor.*

The slow recovery of the AFL unions, especially those
in building was due to the high unemployment in con-
struction throughout the period, 1933-1940. Under these
conditions, unions discouraged new entrants to the trades
while so many members were out of work. Moreover,
much public construction at this time was undertaken
by the Works Progress Administration and the Public
Works Administration. Although these agencies paid
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