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For Amelia, Jake, and Sofia





Two are better than one: they get a good wage for their labor …
Where a lone man may be overcome, two together can resist.
A three-ply cord is not easily broken.

—ECCLESIASTES 4:9, 12
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•  PATRIOTS  •

In Dundalk, Independence Day is a sacred celebration—its holy feast beer and hard-shell crabs, and its central ritual the biggest parade in the state. Stars-and-stripes bunting or a flag drapes from every house, and families set out their lawn chairs the night before to secure a spot along the parade route. At nine in the morning, earsplitting sirens from the fire trucks open the parade, followed by the thrumming of drums from marching bands and the steady shuffling of veterans’ groups. Hand-painted banners proclaiming LET FREEDOM RING flap above local residents in colonial costumes riding on the floats of civic and church groups.

“Whenever the governor or members of Congress come to Dundalk for the parade, they always talk about the American pride,” said John Olszewski Jr., a twenty-six-year-old state delegate, who, like me, grew up in this blue-collar community just outside Baltimore. I once marched in the Independence Day parade myself as a clumsy eleven-year-old majorette prone to dropping her baton, but I still remember my pride and excitement as I high-stepped up and down the leafy streets in my green-and-white uniform, for once a participant rather than an observer.

After the parade, everyone follows the charred aroma of pit beef and the sweet scent of fried dough to nearby Heritage Park, where a three-day festival provides an opportunity to run into old friends, classmates, and neighbors. People who grew up in Dundalk tend to come home for the holiday in the same way that others return for Thanksgiving, Passover, or Christmas. It is, as Olszewski pointed out, “the first day of the year.”

Dundalk’s flamboyant celebration of the Fourth is rooted in its history. A few miles east of the parade route, a band of citizen soldiers fought off British troops headed for Baltimore during the War of 1812. The invaders were repulsed by land and by sea in the battle memorialized in our national anthem. In the twentieth century, tens of thousands of Americans poured into the community from Pennsylvania, New York, New Jersey, the Carolinas, the Midwest, and Appalachia to work in industries critical to national defense—shipbuilding, steelmaking, and aviation—during World War II.

Many of those war workers remained, joining the European immigrants and Southern migrants drawn to town by the manufacturing jobs that gave Baltimore its iconic image as the hardworking, hard-drinking working-class oasis lovingly parodied by its native son filmmaker John Waters. “You can look far and wide, but you’ll never discover a stranger city with such extreme style,” Waters once said. “It’s as if every eccentric in the South decided to move North, ran out of gas in Baltimore, and decided to stay.”

Waters’s description of the city goes double for the working-class district below its southeastern border, whose residents have long been the butt of local jokes for their extreme accents, hard dirty jobs, and retro tastes in music, fashion, and home décor. Growing up there gave me an enduring appreciation for Lynyrd Skynyrd that is hard to explain to those with more sophisticated musical tastes, and I loved Pabst Blue Ribbon beer long before urban hipsters wearing trucker hats adopted it as their brew of choice a few years ago. My father always had a six-pack of Pabst in our avocado-green refrigerator in the seventies.

The mullet, stonewashed jeans, and dark wood paneling never went out of style in Dundalk. But it was there that I learned the virtues of hard work, community, and family. My paternal forebears arrived in the 1920s, and my maternal grandparents—first-generation Italian Americans—during World War II. Most of them worked at one time or another at the colossal Sparrows Point steelworks or its shipyards rimming Baltimore harbor, just a few nautical miles from the broad waters of the Chesapeake Bay.

Grover Cleveland was president when the Pennsylvania Steel Company broke ground at Sparrows Point in 1887. The works and company town grew slowly, surviving recessions and market downturns until shortly before the United States entered World War I. Flush with money from arms sales to the warring nations of Europe, Bethlehem Steel Corporation, Pennsylvania Steel’s rival, bought the Point in 1916, inheriting its Chesapeake works and company town. From its earliest days Sparrows Point was the most racially diverse steel mill in the country—but in those days diversity meant native-born whites on top, immigrants and blacks on the bottom.

The company long recruited African American men from Virginia, the Carolinas, and farther south. “It provided a great foundation for folks who were making that transition from farmland to bigcity life,” said Deidra Bishop, the director of community affairs for East Baltimore for the Johns Hopkins Institutions. Bishop’s grandfather, born in 1905, and various uncles worked at the Point. “For my family it provided a very good life—one that was not fraught with economic uncertainty. And it provided a circle of friendship for the men as well.”

That was true for white men like my Virginia-born grandfather too. Born in the shadows of the Shenandoah Mountains, he came to Sparrows Point looking for work in 1927, roomed with my great-grandparents, and married their daughter. They had five sons together, and the first three, including my father, were born in “the bungalows”—tiny workers’ cottages on the edge of the company town.

Southern roots were shared by many in the town, yet barely a generation after the Civil War, the sons of rebels and the sons of slaves were toiling together on Sparrows Point, a workingman’s utopia conjured by a former Union major. “Blacks and whites got along good,” in the mills and town, eighty-year-old Lee Douglas Jr., who followed his father and uncles from South Carolina to the Point, told me in 2006. “Only thing was, whites didn’t want anybody promoting to their jobs.”

Work, family, and community were tightly braided together on Sparrows Point, where an employee needed a letter from his foreman to rent a house and where three generations of some families lived surrounded by coke ovens, open hearth furnaces, rolling mills, and enormous piles of limestone and coal. During the Great Depression, Bethlehem let laid-off workers and their families stay in their company houses and charge groceries at the company store. The United Steelworkers of America—voted into the plant in 1941—also “really helped carry people” during the steel strikes of the fifties and sixties, Ed Gorman, a retired steelworker and union officer, told me, by giving rent money to those in danger of losing their homes in nearby Dundalk and Baltimore and groceries to those who couldn’t afford to feed their families. That commitment bred a fierce loyalty to the company and the union.

Year after year, the ovens, furnaces, and finishing mills of the great works on the Chesapeake belched fire and smoke, crafting the ships and armaments that helped win World Wars I and II and churning out the raw steel and finished products that were the backbone of postwar America. In 1959 Sparrows Point claimed the title of the largest steelworks in the world. By then, Bethlehem (known locally as “Bethlem”) employed over forty thousand Maryland residents at its steelworks and shipyards, and the fortunes of thousands of small businesses throughout the state were tied to Sparrows Point.

Steelworkers were among the best paid of all Baltimore’s industrial workers in the postwar boom, and their union wages sent many children of steel like me to college. But by 1985 the American steel industry was on the ropes, and on the Point, as elsewhere, jobs were cut, layoffs were made permanent, and mills were closed. There is still a steelworks on Sparrows Point today, but it employs fewer than three thousand people, compared with the thirty-six thousand who worked on-site at its peak. Employees endured four changes of ownership from 2003 to 2008, as globalization and consolidation reshaped the industry.

Still, those who survived the upheaval were luckier than most. Until the recent recession, the wages of some hourly workers were topping $100,000 a year. “They are making more money than we ever made,” LeRoy McClelland Sr., a Bethlehem retiree, told me in the run-up to the 2008 presidential election. “But there are less people making it.”

McClelland labored for forty-two years in the tin mill at Sparrows Point. Like a lot of Bethlehem retirees, he is “bitter, very bitter” about the company’s 2001 bankruptcy and subsequent sale of assets to the private-equity-funded International Steel Group. That deal stripped retirees of health and life insurance, liquidated their company stock, and cut deeply into many pensions, which were taken over by the federally backed Pension Benefit Guaranty Corporation. Shorn of fiscal responsibility for Bethlehem’s retirees, ISG became hugely profitable, netting its investors billions when ISG was folded into the global steel goliath ArcelorMittal two years later. The retirees have neither forgiven nor forgotten the Bethlehem and ISG executives and bankruptcy judge who sealed the deal.

“We looked forward to retirement as something we would enjoy,” McClelland said, “not worry from month to month about whether the PBGC could afford our pensions, whether Social Security is still gonna be there kicking in a dollar or two, whether Medicare is still going to be available. It’s a daily fear that each and every one of us has.”

It’s a refrain I heard often as I researched this book. Like similar communities around the country, Dundalk has been hard-hit by deindustrialization, and its people haven’t totally adjusted to the fact that the manufacturing jobs that were the basis of the community’s prosperity are gone for good. Older folks mourn the passing of not only prosperity but the strong sense of pride and self-sufficiency that once defined Dundalk.

“We had Lever Brothers, General Motors, Crown Cork and Seal, Eastern Stainless Steel, Sparrows Point, the shipyard. We had all those big companies down here, and people were working,” Judy Martin, a lifelong Dundalk resident, reminisced when I met her at the Independence Day celebrations in 2006. Judy had tinted one side of her white hair red and the other side blue and had sprinkled it with silver stars in honor of the day. But she wasn’t in a very celebratory mood when we spoke at her home a few days later.

Throughout most of her life, Judy said, she knew all of her neighbors. “You used to hang over the fence. You used to say, ‘Oh, we’ve got too much of this. Let’s take it over to Patsy and see if she wants it.’ Or knock on the door and say, ‘Hey, Miz Minnehan, we’re out of ice. Got any?’ We’d all come together to help, to contribute to church baskets. Everybody looked out for everybody else.” Those days are gone, she said. “Now everyone is so afraid of opening doors.”

As the manufacturing jobs that once sustained the community have disappeared and older people have died off, newcomers who don’t share the town’s traditional values of hard work, family, and community service have moved in, and crime has gone up. Still, she won’t leave. “I grew up here. All of my memories are here. I guess I’m just one of those people who sits back and prays and hopes that things won’t get too bad.”

I could see for myself that beneath the red-white-and-blue bravado, my hometown had grown rougher around the edges. “We have a lot of homeless now,” Judy pointed out. “You never saw homeless people here before the nineties. At St. Rita’s and the Methodist church, the soup kitchens are almost standing room only.” Olszewski pointed out that gentrification of neighborhoods on the east side of the city pushed poorer people over the county line to Dundalk, where “housing is very affordable. So you see a proliferation of challenges like Section 8 and concentrations of low-income housing, which tend to attract additional crime activities and also can attract the need for additional social services.”

Hearing about the community’s troubles, I feel a great sadness. Though I haven’t lived there in decades, some part of me has always remained a Dundalk girl. In recent years I’ve realized how much growing up there shaped me. The people I was raised among are extraordinarily generous—you can’t enter someone’s home without being offered food or drink—unpretentious, direct, and brutally honest. They tend to wear their hearts (and opinions) on their sleeves. If they like you, you’ll know it, and if they don’t—well, you won’t be in any doubt about that either. As a child, I was often teased for always having my nose in a book, and formal education isn’t especially prized in Dundalk. But that doesn’t mean that its people aren’t intensely interested in politics and current events or that they aren’t great storytellers.

The community wasn’t a utopia. Like many teens and young adults, I was often frustrated by the narrowness and insularity of my hometown, summed up in a bumper sticker popular in the 1970s: LIVE, WORK, SHOP … DUNDALK. A stubborn self-sufficiency and suspicion of outsiders have always defined the community, for better or worse. Still, when my parents decided to move to a new suburban subdivision when I was in college, my brother and I both protested. Our new neighborhood seemed boring in comparison to Dundalk.

The racial attitudes of some community residents, including members of my own family, also bothered me growing up. My parents didn’t raise my brother and me to be “prejudiced,” as we called it back then, but we had very limited contact with people of other races. “You lived here and they lived there,” as one of my sources phrased it. I can’t remember any real discussions of civil rights as a child, but I do recall getting into violent arguments as a teenager with some of my brother’s friends who had been raised in homes where the word “nigger” was in common use. I’m not saying that I never heard that word in my own extended family, because I did. But it was not used in our house nor in the homes of any of my friends.

Personal prejudice was, I believe, less in evidence than the systemic racism that long privileged white men on the job at Sparrows Point. Blacks and whites worked closely together in the mills, and many became friends. But a 1976 Department of Justice ruling altering union seniority rules in steel mills to promote black advancement shocked and angered many whites. “I lost a lot of good white friends when the consent decree came down,” said Eddie Bartee Sr., the first African American president of USW Local 2609.

In 1977, the white steelworker LeRoy McClelland filed a lawsuit joined by about three hundred Sparrows Point employees (about 10 percent of whom were black, he said) to protest the ruling, which he still maintains was not about race but about seniority. “I got really irked that they could bring someone in from another part of the mill to take my seniority in the unit,” he told me, recalling the frustration of those days. The U.S. Supreme Court’s refusal to hear the case after a series of appeals was, he said, “a bitter pill to swallow.”

Time has not so much changed his mind as given him a broader perspective. “If you were really to reach into your heart and look back, you would say to yourself that it was a case where they denied blacks the right to be on the mills on productive jobs other than the jobs no one else wanted,” he said. “What makes it easier to identify is that it is so far back. But when you are sitting right in the middle of things, you don’t see what’s going on.”

Younger steelworkers say that job elimination, not civil rights, defined their years on the Point. “For my father’s generation, the battles were all about race,” said Eddie Bartee Jr., who followed his grandfather, father, and uncles into the mill. “For us, it was about fighting to hold on to our jobs.” Drastically reduced employment at Sparrows Point and the shutdown of the General Motors plant and other local factories have had a devastating effect on the black working class in Baltimore, said former circuit court judge Kenneth L. Johnson: “It has been the economic downfall of Baltimore blacks.” Discriminatory hiring practices notwithstanding, those old dirty jobs at the Point put food on the table for a lot of black families, as well as white ones. “When those jobs moved away, it had a tremendous impact on the whites, but it had double that impact on blacks,” Johnson said. “When there is an economic shift, those at the bottom rung take the greatest hit.”

In little more than a generation, an industrial economy that enabled people without much formal education to create stable families and communities has become a technocratic one in which most of the nation’s wealth—in the form of both wages and investment—flows inexorably to the best-educated, most affluent Americans. “A lot of workers feel like they’ve been betrayed,” said Bill Barry, who teaches labor studies at the Community College of Baltimore County (CCBC), Dundalk campus. “They don’t know who betrayed them, but they are trying to personalize it. Some blame the unions, some blame the companies, some blame the government.” That frustration has fueled a populist rage stoked by right-wing talk radio hosts and cable news anchors who offer few solutions but a long list of enemies—liberals, immigrants, “elites,” and, the best target of all these days, the president and members of his administration.

Barack Obama was criticized when he pointed out during his presidential campaign that many people in blue-collar communities are bitter and angry about their losses. But he was only saying what anyone who comes from a place like Dundalk knows full well is true. Over the past thirty years, its residents have watched a hard-won prosperity and security slip away. Though they don’t know for sure who is to blame, they do know what they want: a return to the old days, when the jobs that could support a family were plentiful, streets were safe, and workers could take pride in their contributions to the nation’s wealth and power.

Still, few who make a living catering to populist rage are willing to point out that the economic pain of many formerly prosperous working-class neighborhoods has been worsened by a lack of family and community emphasis on education. “For young kids today, it’s really stacked against them,” Bill Knoerlein, a Dundalk resident and retired steelworker, told me. “The better-paying jobs are based on technological knowledge, but you need basic skills, and a lot of kids coming out of high school aren’t prepared.” In fact, according to the 2000 census, a little more than 30 percent of Dundalk residents 25 and older did not complete high school. Another 20 percent had earned a high school diploma, but only 4.8 percent of Dundalk residents had graduated from community college, and 4.4 percent had earned a bachelor’s degree. A tiny 1.8 percent of Dundalk residents had earned a graduate or professional degree in 2000, the year before the Bethlehem bankruptcy.

“Decades ago you could leave high school and make more money than people who went to college” at local factories and mills, Olszewski pointed out. That is no longer true, but many still view higher education as a luxury, not a necessity. His parents, who were high school graduates, “instilled in me at a very early age the importance of an education,” he said. “I imagine that part of that was seeing those other options fade away.” Aris Melissaratos, former secretary for the Maryland Department of Economic and Business Development, said that “the Point provided great jobs to a lot of people that never finished high school. But that’s over. Today all of our population needs to focus on finishing high school and getting skills.”

Even blue-collar distribution jobs at the port are automated, Melissaratos said. “So distribution workers will need to be knowledge workers as well—and the knowledge economy will demand much better education.” He told me that the largest private employer in the state is now Johns Hopkins. With 46,000 employees, the university and its health system and affiliates now provide more jobs in Maryland than Bethlehem did at its peak.

Health care comprises a big chunk of the state’s economy, and at CCBC Bill Barry sees a number of people heading for hospital jobs. “There are a lot of workers here, not necessarily from Sparrows Point, who are coming out of manufacturing and being retrained at age forty-five to be nurses, physical therapists, stuff like that,” he said. “It’s interesting because nursing has traditionally been a woman’s job. But [displaced industrial workers] look at what is the high-paying industry in the Baltimore area and it’s nursing.” Younger students enrolling just after high school are looking for job security, he said. “They are thinking nursing or dental hygiene or police officer because these are the growth industries. And so instead of going to Sparrows Point they’ll come here to get into a certain line of work.”

Putting on a uniform seems the best alternative to some young high school graduates. “For my class [1997], the military was the new Bethlehem Steel,” Andrew Layman, a thirty-year-old Iraqi war veteran, told me. “Easily ten percent of my graduating class went into the various services. It offers the same thing Beth Steel once offered—a steady paycheck.” Given the community’s strong roots in defense work and proud history of service, this is not surprising. But military service alone will not arrest the community’s downward economic slide. Layman, an air force officer who served as an analyst for the U.S. Army in Baghdad, took a job with a government contractor in Saudi Arabia after leaving the service and worked there for two years. “For other vets I imagine that things are tough right now,” he said. “Enlisted guys returning without degrees are probably forced to reenlist with outside firms not hiring.” Officers and enlisted men and women with college degrees are likely faring better, he pointed out. He has taken advantage of the GI Bill to return to school.

Olszewski succinctly summed up the challenges facing Dundalk and communities like it around the country today: “How do we retool and equip people who are still in those working areas as industrial jobs are failing—and what do we do when industry abandons people who gave their entire lives to it?”

There are no easy answers to these questions. But as President Obama noted in his inaugural address, “It has been the risk-takers, the doers, the makers of things—some celebrated, but more often men and women obscure in their labor—who have carried us up the long, rugged path towards prosperity and freedom.” The struggles and sacrifices of such men and women inspired me to write this book. The community where I was raised has responded to times of enormous challenge in the past with courage, fortitude, and resolve. I believe that if they are given the help they need to retool, retrain, and rebuild the community, those qualities will once again carry them through to a new day and provide a fitting tribute to their (and my) roots of steel.


•  ROOTS  •

On a sultry August day in 2006, I spent an afternoon driving around what remains of the old company town of Sparrows Point with a family friend named Willy Cohill. I have known Willy all my life. His wife, Betty, is my mother’s best friend and my brother’s godmother, and they lived one street over in the neighborhood where I grew up. I spent a lot of time in their house as a kid, and I greatly admired their 1960s silver Christmas tree, which had a spinning wheel that cast a mesmerizing rainbow of colors. My mother has always said that my father would never have been able to go to college in his forties while working full-time as a steelworker if it hadn’t been for Willy, who took all of his three-to-eleven shifts for him.

Though he is over eighty and almost died of congestive heart failure in 2005, when I called to ask him to share his memories of growing up in the company town, Willy agreed right away but said that we couldn’t do it on Friday. An old-school Catholic, he attends mass on the first Friday of every month and then goes out for a few beers with his retired steelworker buddies. He has known most of them since he was a kid because, like him, they grew up in Sparrows Point and began working for Bethlehem Steel as teenagers.

“I started when I was fourteen,” he told me, “making tags in the wire mill for my dad.” In the early years of World War II, Bethlehem hired the teenage sons of employees for summer jobs because they needed all the workers they could get. After graduating from high school, most of those young men entered the service, returning to the mills as full-time employees once the war was over. “Your seniority continued when you went into the service, and when you came home, you went right back to the Point,” he said. “Some of the old people down there, by the time they were sixty-five, had fifty years of service.”

I asked Willy what the most dangerous job on the Point was, and without hesitation he replied, “The open hearths. You could get burned real bad there, or you could fall in those ladles, which sometimes happened.” Feeling smothered by the heat that dropped on us like a soggy blanket when we stepped out of the car, I said that the Point must have been a terribly hot place to work in the summer, and Willy laughed. “Aw, it was nothing but hot. It was hot!”

Though I’ve known him all of my life, I learned many new things about Willy that day, like how he had helped liberate concentration camps in Germany in 1945, just after he was shipped overseas in the final days of the war. “Those poor kids had legs on them not bigger than my finger,” he said. “What they did to them poor Jews, nobody should have done to them. It was sickening.” I asked him if the things he had seen had given him nightmares. He said no, but “one of my brothers was in Korea and Vietnam. He has nightmares.”

After he was discharged in 1946, Willy scored an easy job in the chemical lab at Sparrows Point analyzing the steel that came out of the furnaces. “The heaviest thing I had to lift was ten grams,” he said. “But I had $3,800 mustering-out pay, and I didn’t like working Saturdays and Sundays, so I started tending bar and hacking cabs.” After knocking around for two years, he finally took a job at Signode, a steel strapping company down the road from Sparrows Point, where he remained until retirement. Unlike Bethlehem, Signode wasn’t a union shop. “But every time the Bethlem boys got a raise, so did we,” he said.

One thing I already knew about Willy but didn’t ask him about was how, after he retired but before he got so sick, he used to fix breakfast for the mostly African American county sanitation workers when they came by to pick up his trash twice a week. He would get up early, make the men bacon, eggs, and toast, and set out the meal with orange juice, coffee, and beer on folding tables in the basement because Betty wouldn’t let him entertain in her kitchen men who spent their days driving around on the back of garbage trucks.

“You know Willy feeds the garbagemen,” Ed Gorman said when Willy’s name came up during our talk, and I nodded. The two men have known each other since they were children growing up on the Point, where Willy’s family occupied a unique position in the segregated company town.

“We were from what you might call the other side of the tracks,” Willy told me. “People on the other streets looked down on people who lived on H Street and in the bungalows.” Former residents of the Point like Willy are sensitive to these things. Your family’s address told the whole world what kind of job your father had and where your family stood on the social ladder. If you lived on B or C Street, your father was a manager or a foreman and you were a member of the town’s elite. E and F streets were reserved for the families of skilled workers.

An address on I or J Street was a marker of a different kind. In the town’s early decades, I and J were cut off from the rest of the town by a wide creek spanned by a bridge. Hundreds of men walked over the bridge each day to work in the mills on the other side of the town. All the residents of the North Side were black, save for the Cohills and a block of white families who lived on H Street, the only “white” street across the creek.

When he was a child on Sparrows Point, “colored people couldn’t walk on H Street,” Willy said. “They couldn’t walk in the white neighborhoods at all back in those days. Cops would run ’em off.” That didn’t change until the fifties, he said, but even before then, there was some mixing between the residents of H Street and I and J.

“My family had a little newsstand down there, and most of our clientele was colored,” he recalled. He and his four brothers organized a private athletic league—“all H Street and the bungalow boys and the colored boys.” The Cohills preferred organizing their own teams to playing for the YMCA ones in town, he said, because the townsfolk “were snooty. We stayed with the people from the bungalows and I and J streets.”

Despite his affection for the community in which he was raised, Willy was willing to discuss the underside of life and work at Sparrows Point in those days. “In the mills, if you were a Catholic, you were low man on the totem pole,” he told me. “Masons had all the power back then—Lutherans, Presbyterians. If you had a Mason ring, you were a big shot.” But if Catholics like the Cohills had a tough time advancing, black men had it worse. “They always give them the hot jobs, the dirty jobs,” he said.

He saw the color system at work in the wire mill. “I was the weigh-master in the wire mill. When that wire would come out, it was redhot. And the colored folk used to have to go in and put tags on the wire.” Willy didn’t question this arrangement, but it’s clear that he felt a much greater degree of kinship with his neighbors on I and J streets than was typical for whites of his generation. He may still say “colored” rather than “black” or “African American,” but his affection and respect for his former neighbors are genuine. The families from I and J streets “were good people, very good people,” he told me.

Willy’s sister, Helen, the only girl in a family of five boys, agreed that her family had good relationships with their African American neighbors. “We respected them,” she said. “And that’s all they wanted, really.”

I wondered if that was true, so I asked Eddie Bartee Sr. what it was like to grow up on the North Side. Tall and powerfully built, Bartee became the first African American vice president (and later president) of United Steelworkers of America Local 2609 in 1963. He was two years old when his father brought his family to Sparrows Point in 1936. Some white kids played with black kids, he told me. “We used to shoot marbles together. The Costello boys from the bungalows, we used to play football against them. Some of the white boys used to come to the black poolroom to shoot pool. The Cohill boys would shoot pool in the black poolroom.”

When I informed him that most of the white people I had spoken with told me that in the town blacks and whites “got along good,” he laughed and said the reason for that was simple: “Everyone knew their place, and they more or less stayed in their place.” Black residents of Sparrows Point could not eat in the restaurants in town, though they could get carryout. Lunchrooms, locker rooms, and other public facilities in the mills were also segregated. When the black men of his father’s generation went hunting, he told me, they brought their white bosses back squirrel and deer meat. They also brought them cakes baked by their wives, some of whom worked as cooks or domestics in the big houses on B and C streets. Bartee recalled that some of his father’s friends did handyman work at their foremen’s homes on their days off.

“Let’s put it this way,” he said. “My father put up with a lot that I wouldn’t put up with, just like I put up with a lot that my son wouldn’t put up with.”

Still, North Side families stuck together, he told me, and the values he absorbed in the community—hard work, mutual courtesy and respect, churchgoing, and education—remain with him today, as does the feeling of neighborly solidarity and support during good times and bad. There were eight children in his family, Bartee said, including two sets of twins, and when his father, who had respiratory problems, got sick, “people would take money up at the church or in the mill. There was a lot of that in the steel mill. If somebody was off sick for a long time, they would take up a collection. In those days people helped each other.”

Just about everyone I’ve spoken to who grew up in the town of Sparrows Point—black or white—has said that they feel lucky to have grown up there, even though by contemporary standards, their living conditions were far from ideal. My father’s cousin Donald Lindemann was born in 1933 in one of the tiny 550-square-foot bungalows on the outskirts of the company town. Donald said that his family “never went hungry,” but he also admitted that as a child he was usually forced to put cardboard in his shoes near the end of winter. “You’d only get one pair of shoes a year. For Easter every year you’d get a shirt, a pair of trousers, and a new pair of shoes”—which had to last until the next spring.

He slept in the same bed as his older brother until he was fourteen and his brother went into the navy. “My sister Anna slept on a little twin bed, all three of us in the same room. The house was heated by a little potbellied stove, and in winter my mother would wake me up in the middle of the night to go out and get a bucket of coal from out in the shed.” He did it without complaining. Children on the Point were raised to respect their elders. “I don’t care if they are one hour older than you, you’d better say, ‘Yes, sir’ and ‘No, sir,’ ‘Yes, ma’am’ and ‘No, ma’am.’ Blacks too,” he recalled his father saying. “And that’s the way I grew up.”


I hear the distant thunder-hum,

Maryland!

The Old Line’s bugle, fife, and drum,

Maryland!

She is not dead, nor deaf, nor dumb—

Huzza! she spurns the Northern scum!

—“MARYLAND, MY MARYLAND” (STATE SONG)



Long before the town of Sparrows Point was founded, Baltimore was known for its iron. In 1773 there were eight forges and furnaces in the city and surrounding counties. To make iron, you needed iron ore—and there were ore banks aplenty snaking through the rich soil in the Baltimore area—wood that could be converted to charcoal to fuel the fires, and lime (calcium carbonate) to “flux” the mix. Oyster shells, abundant in the Chesapeake Bay watershed, were the first source of lime. Later, limestone deposits were discovered nearby.

The process of making iron changed hardly at all for a hundred and fifty years. Dig the ore, fell the trees, use the timber for charcoal to fuel the furnace, mix the ore and the lime, and “blast” the mix to separate out the impurities, leaving a liquid waste product, slag, floating on top. Then drain the slag and cool the iron, shaping it into bars (pig iron) to sell to other industries or to immediately transform into commercial products (kettles, pots, farm equipment) in your own forge.

Some of the region’s most prosperous and esteemed citizens were investors in the colonial ironworks. Charles Carroll, the only Marylander (and the only Catholic) to sign the Declaration of Independence, was part owner of the Baltimore Iron Works, one of the largest and most successful companies in eighteenth-century America and the first iron firm financed exclusively by colonists. The father and brother of George Washington were shareholders in the Principio Company, a big British conglomerate that owned and operated three furnaces in the Baltimore area.

Planters like Carroll and the Washingtons were particularly welcome as investors because they contributed a commodity that greatly reduced production costs: slave labor. In 1773, Charles Carroll wrote to a fellow investor that the Baltimore Iron Works should consider completely replacing their paid workers with convicts and slaves. Purchasing “35 or 40 young, healthy and stout country-born Negroes” would, he said, save two-thirds of what the company spent on wages. By the time of the American Revolution, industrial slavery in the ironworks was common practice.

Early on, owners tried to lure skilled ironworkers from England and Germany to the colonies, planning to use forced labor (convicts and slaves) only for the brute tasks of cutting down trees, mining ore, and feeding the forges. But they soon found that free men were nearly impossible to control and that ironworkers were a particularly unruly bunch. If they didn’t like the work or had a problem with the foreman, free men would simply walk off the job. Slaves were not only “cheaper, more reliable and pliable,” but some were skilled at making iron, either because they had brought the knowledge from Africa or had been owned by someone who taught them the trade.

Iron making was a very lucrative business, but profits were heavily dependent on the skill and cooperation of workers. Negligence or outright sabotage by hostile workers could seriously disrupt business and result in inferior products. Consequently, colonial ironmasters used both the carrot and the stick to manage workers. Some literally worked their slaves to death, using the whip and the threat of worse punishment to push them to the limit of human endurance. But others set up incentive systems, awarding extra food, alcohol, and in some cases cash to industrious workers, including “hired-out” slaves, who exceeded production quotas.

By the Civil War, Baltimore had the highest free black population of any city in the nation. Despite the Southern sympathies memorialized in its state song, a call for Maryland to join its sister-state Virginia in rebelling against the “despot” Lincoln, Maryland remained in the union. Throughout the mid-nineteenth century, skilled black ironworkers continued to labor together with immigrants, mostly German and British, and native-born whites to operate furnaces and forges in the region. The ongoing challenge of maintaining a stable workforce led to the creation of small workers’ villages clustered around the forges. At the Ashland and Locust Grove furnaces outside the city, workers rented lodgings from the company. Families lived in narrow row houses, with one family occupying an upstairs room and one a downstairs room, sharing a kitchen. Single men lived in company-owned boardinghouses. Household supplies and groceries were purchased at a company store.

Churches provided the only opportunities for socializing and entertainment—not that there was much time for those activities when workers toiled twelve hours a day. Company owners were happy to encourage the growth of congregations, particularly evangelical ones, as religious workers tended to be sober workers, in more ways than one. Each of these elements would later be re-created on Sparrows Point, an isolated peninsula at the southeasternmost point of Baltimore, where the broad waters of the Patapsco River reach out to the Chesapeake Bay.


We had water all around us. We had creeks, fish.
It was beautiful.

—DONALD LINDEMANN



In 1886, the Pennsylvania Steel Company sent surveyors to Maryland to locate a site on tidewater where iron ore imported from its mines in Cuba could be mixed with coke and limestone in a blast furnace to produce pig iron. The company planned to ship the iron by rail to the big Bessemer ovens at its mill in Steelton, Pennsylvania, ninety miles north, where it would be transformed into steel.

Pennsylvania Steel began manufacturing steel rails soon after an Englishman named Henry Bessemer discovered in 1856 that blasting cold air through molten iron superheats the mix to a temperature of three thousand degrees Fahrenheit. At that temperature, most of the carbon and other impurities evaporate, producing steel, far stronger and more resilient than iron due to its lower carbon content. By the time Sparrows Point was founded, the age of iron was over; the new century would be forged in steel.

Pennsylvania Steel’s president, Luther Bent, chose a young engineer named Frederick Wood to supervise construction of the Sparrows Point works. Wood, Bent’s cousin by marriage, had graduated from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology with a degree in mining engineering. In 1882, at the age of twenty-five, he located a source of high-quality iron ore in the highlands of Cuba. Because developing a mine and constructing a rail line connecting the mine to the harbor at Santiago was an expensive venture, Pennsylvania Steel brought in another player to help share the costs: Bethlehem Iron Works. A few years later that company would begin to make a reputation for itself as an arms merchant, but in 1882, Bethlehem, like Pennsylvania Steel, manufactured steel rails. Together, the two companies began stripping the Cuban soil, using its rich ore to feed their ovens in the United States.

When Frederick Wood and the Pennsylvania Steel surveyors set up camp on Sparrows Point in the summer of 1887, the land was mostly Chesapeake Bay marsh—“wetlands,” in contemporary language. Construction workers used windmill-powered sump pumps to drain the marshes and built both a pier for unloading supplies arriving by sea and a rail line for those arriving by land. By the fall they had broken ground for two blast furnaces.

Wood imported materials and men from the former Ashland Iron Works outside Baltimore (Pennsylvania Steel had acquired the Ashland works and its limestone quarry the year before). Men who had tended the blast furnaces at Ashland dismantled them and rebuilt them, with improvements planned by Wood, at Sparrows Point. Meanwhile, African American men recruited from the South began laying the railroad track that would transport goods and workers to and from the peninsula.

In the new works on the Chesapeake, the offspring of former slaves and former Union and Confederate soldiers were soon sweating together in the furnaces. European immigrants pouring into Baltimore’s Locust Point, later called the other Ellis Island for the sheer number of foreign arrivals processed there, also found their way to the Point.

Margaret E. Lindemon, who arrived as an infant soon after the first houses were built, recalled in a memoir that “my father and grandfather, along with a dozen or more men, came to Sparrows Point from Ashland. There were no houses in which to live, so my father and his father set up ‘Batchelor [sic] Quarters’ in one of the shanties which bordered the River, just about at the site where the furnace was being erected.” Her mother stayed in Ashland with their young son, “anxiously awaiting a house in Sparrows Point.” The family was not reunited until early in 1890, when her father secured a newly built house on the Point. “Although it was not fully completed, he brought my mother and brother to the new home. They were happy to be together again.”

From Lindemon’s account, it’s clear that Sparrows Point was created to house women and children as well as the men who would work in the mills. Not only was there a precedent for this arrangement in the old Baltimore ironworks like Ashland, but the superintendent, Frederick Wood, himself had been raised in Lowell, Massachusetts, the Zion of company towns. Frederick brought in his brother Rufus, an accountant, to plan the town of Sparrows Point. Because he too had been raised in Lowell, Rufus knew exactly what sort of town—and what sort of workers—his brother wanted on the Point: sturdy, industrious, and God-fearing men who could be counted on to show up to work sober and on time, to carry out their duties responsibly, and to spend their spare time, what little they had of it, in wholesome pursuits.

As the colonial ironmasters had already discovered, the kind of man willing to risk life and limb to make iron, and later steel, was not easily controlled. In order to keep these men anchored in place, willing slaves to industry, the brothers tried to create a model steel town—safe, clean (as clean as a steel town could be), orderly, and full of happy, contented workers and their families.

The brothers, particularly Rufus, aimed to build a community, not just to cobble together a workforce. An anonymous eulogizer at the company had this to say about Rufus after his death: “A part of the lifework of the late Rufus K. Wood, brother of the president, was the conception of plans for making the working people see the brighter side of life by giving them homes fit to live in, educating their children, furnishing public amusements and carrying out other ideas for their social betterment. Mr. Wood lived among his men. His leisure time was practically devoted to a work which has given Sparrows Point a reputation throughout the country for its success as a model industrial center, and a center where the workman is treated like a man, not a human machine.”

Rufus Wood brooded over Sparrows Point like Jehovah fashioning Eden. The town that he created was similar in some ways to its predecessors in Baltimore. Just as in Ashland and Locust Grove, workers lived in houses owned by the company and shopped at the company store. But Sparrows Point was constructed on a much larger scale and was meant to be almost entirely self-sufficient. In addition to providing low-rent housing for employees, the company ran a dairy, bakery, and slaughterhouse. Meat from cattle, sheep, hogs, and chickens raised on the Point was sold in the company store, whose aisles were stocked with not only groceries but also furniture, shoes, hats, books, stationery, carpets, glassware, and china. The town produced its own ice, canned fruits and vegetables, paint, and, later, gasoline.

The company also provided land for various congregations to build churches and maintained the buildings free of charge. They built an elementary school for white children and, two years later, one for black children. Soon the town had its own movie theater, bowling alley, and pool hall. Residents of Sparrows Point had little need to travel to Baltimore—twelve miles away by rail and, later, trolley—for either supplies or entertainment. They lived in an entirely self-contained community, one in which everything they needed was provided by the company. The downside of the arrangement, of course, was that employees were completely dependent on the company—a crafty strategy that worked very well to rein in the notorious independence of ironworkers and steelworkers for nearly half a century.

The town itself was laid out half a mile upwind from the blast furnaces so that most of the smoke and fumes would be blown away from the houses. Residents learned to adapt to the dirt just as they learned to adapt to the noise of round-the-clock production. “I remember my mother coming out and looking up at the sky and trees, and that would determine whether or not she was going to hang her clothes,” said Eddie Bartee Sr. “You couldn’t wash clothes because all of the sudden they would dump slag or tap a heat and you’d have to take the clothes off the line and put them back in the wash because they’d be covered with
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“Alkind of people’s history of the American industrial era--a warts-and-all
‘portraitof a vanished age of labor” —Urbanite Magazine
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