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To Janet and Nick

Acclaim for James Green’s
Death in the Haymarket
“No potboiler on the bestseller list can compete with Death in the Haymarket for narrative grip. Rich in character, profound in resonance,  shot-through with violence, set in the immigrant neighborhoods, meeting halls, and saloons of the capitol of the American nineteenth century,  here is a Chicago of life. Green renews that horror and shame for our  time.”
—Jack Beatty, Senior Editor, The Atlantic Monthly
“Filled with the suspense of a good novel, Death in the Haymarket  vividly  illuminates the shifting industrial terrain of late-nineteenth-century  America. This is a work of art as well as history.”
—Alice Kessler-Harris,  Bancroft Prize–winning author of  In Pursuit of Equity
“Green eloquently . . . produces what will surely be the definitive word on  the Haymarket affair for this generation.”
—Publishers Weekly
“James Green tells a powerful story of Chicago, America and the industrial world of the nineteenth century. His talents as a historian and a  writer bring to life social and political struggles that helped make modern American society.”
—Steven Hahn, Pulitzer Prize–winning author of A Nation under Our Feet
“A stunning portrait of America in the Gilded Age . . . and a bona fide  page-turner to boot.”
—The Boston Phoenix
“A compelling, even moving, version of the events surrounding Haymarket. He renders the execution—or ‘civic murder,’ as writer William  Dean Howells bitterly called it—of Albert Parsons, journalist August  Spies, toy maker George Engel and printer Adolph Fischer in vivid  detail.”
— Houston Chronicle 
“Green’s re-creation of this terrible moment exposes the deep divisions  that marred America at the dawn of the industrial age. As the nation  again struggles with wrenching economic change, we need to hear the  story that  Death in the Haymarket so passionately tells.”
—Kevin Boyle, National Book Award–winning author of Arc of Justice
“Fast-paced. . . . Vivid.”
—The New Yorker
“There have been poems about Haymarket . . . and novels . . . and chapters in books on the labor violence that is strangely omitted from our  high school history textbooks—but nothing until now as meticulous as  Green’s account, nor as saddening.”
—Harper’s Magazine 
“The Haymarket affair was a pivotal event in United States history.  Green explains its significance with a scholar’s sure grasp of context and  a storyteller’s skill at weaving a dramatic narrative.”
—Michael Kazin, author of A Godly Hero:  The Life of William Jennings Bryan
“The bombing and the infamous trial that followed are all vividly depicted  in this crisply written, highly readable account. This is exceptional historical reporting and skillfully written with both color and clarity.”
—Tucson Citizen
“A good, fast-paced read driven by fascinating characters. . . . Green’s  exploration of revolutionaries and their world—their newspapers,  social clubs, festivals and fraternal organizations—humanizes men and  women who, in their lifetimes, were constantly dehumanized by an  astonishingly biased press. This book enriches our understanding of a  road not taken.”
—The New York Sun
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Prologue
AS THE SUN ROSE over Lake Michigan on May 5 in 1886, Chicagoans  beheld one of the brightest mornings in memory. In the early light of day,  merchants, managers and brokers boarded horse-drawn streetcars on the  South Side and headed north on Michigan Avenue toward the business  district. Along the way they encountered a few high-hatted rich men, like  the great manufacturer George Mortimer Pullman, being driven uptown  in fancy carriages from their mansions on Prairie Avenue. Marring the  commuters’ eastward view of Lake Michigan’s azure blue reaches, black  freight trains rolled along the shoreline laden with baled cotton from the  Mississippi River delta, cut lumber from the piney woods of Texas and  soft coal from the mines of southern Illinois—all crucial ingredients in  the city’s explosive industrial growth during the 1880s. Indeed, the businessmen who went to work in Chicago’s financial district that spring day  in 1886 were in the midst of a golden decade of profit, when the net value  of goods produced by the city’s leading industries multiplied twenty-seven times, ten times faster than the average yearly wage.1
But that first Wednesday in May when commuters gazed west over the  widest industrial landscape in the world, they saw something unusual: a  clear sky above the prairie horizon. Gone was the cloud of thick smoke  that always hung over the city. The only signals of industrial activity  came from the tall chimneys of the huge McCormick Reaper Works two  miles away, where strikebreakers, guarded by Chicago police, kept the  factory in operation. Scores of other plants and shops remained shut  down on this fifth day of a mammoth general strike for the eight-hour day  that had begun on May 1.
As the black-coated businessmen entered the downtown area, they  could see knots of pickets around the soot-blackened warehouses that  stretched along State Street all the way up to the Dearborn Station. Striking freight handlers had stanched the flow of interstate commerce through  Chicago’s immense grid of iron rails. In solidarity, switchmen had refused  to switch trains in one central railyard, crippling the mighty Chicago,  Burlington & Quincy Railroad, the city’s largest freight handler. 2 Trains  still chugged into the city that day, but when the locomotives reached the  depots, they sat idle, stuck on the tracks with unloaded cargoes.
Looking back into the rising sun, the businessmen would have seen  hundreds of boats riding at anchor in the outer harbor. The captains   of side-wheel steamers had banked their boilers, and sailors on lake  schooners had struck their sails under orders from the alarmed vessel  owners. A vast quantity of wheat and cut lumber awaited shipment, and  there were lucrative tons of iron ore and anthracite coal to be unloaded,  but the spring shipping season had been ruined by the storm of strikes  that had swept over the city. Vessel owners feared for the safety of their  ships if they ventured down the South Branch of the Chicago River to  unload in the industrial zone because angry strikers, many of them  Bohemian lumber shovers, had taken over the lumberyards and could, at  any moment, put a torch to their wooden boats and the acres of dry lumber nearby.3
The strike wave even reached outside the city, to the enormous railroad car shops in the model town George Pullman had built to escape the  turmoil of Chicago. Seemingly unconcerned with labor unrest in the city  and in the town he owned, Pullman arrived for work as usual at his palatial company headquarters on Michigan Avenue. Stepping out of a carriage driven by a well-dressed black man who wore his own high hat, the  world-renowned industrialist and city builder entered his office building  looking as he did every morning, walking purposefully and wearing his  usual outfit—a Prince Albert coat, striped trousers and patent-leather  shoes.4
Yet, beneath his businesslike demeanor, George Pullman suffered  from feelings of uncertainty. “My anxiety is very great,” he wrote to his  wife, “although it is said that I appear very cool and unconcerned about  it.” The stunning breadth of the eight-hour strike shocked him. He had  constructed his company town nine miles from industrial Chicago, where  poverty and despair had poisoned relations between manufacturers and  their hands and caused frequent strikes, lockouts and riots. In Pullman’s model community, carefully selected workmen earned high wages,  rented comfortable new houses and lived a healthy life in a clean place.  Now the toxic fumes of class antagonism were wafting through the streets   of his planned community. “Some change must occur very soon now,” he  told his wife, “but I cannot yet predict what it will be.” 5
Like George Pullman, other businessmen headed for work on May 5  just as they always did and with their usual frantic energy. When they  arrived downtown, these men usually stopped to buy the morning edition  of the  Chicago Daily Tribune, the self-proclaimed businessman’s paper.  But on this Wednesday, men grabbed the paper eagerly because they had  heard rumors about a riot on the West Side the night before in which  many policemen were hurt, and no one knew with any certainty what had  happened. When they read the morning headline, they were stunned  because it carried news of an event far worse than any of them imagined.
A HELLISH DEED
A Dynamite Bomb Thrown into a Crowd of Policemen.  It Explodes and Covers the Street with Dead and Mutilated Officers—  A Storm of Bullets Follows—The Police Return Fire and Wound a   Number of Rioters—Harrowing Scenes at the Desplaines Street   Station—A Night of Terror.
The editors used all seven columns of the front page to describe the  shocking events of May 4 in elaborate detail. A bomb thrown into the  midst of six police divisions took an awful toll: at least fifty patrolmen   had been wounded; several were near death, and one of them, Mathias  Degan, had already expired in the arms of a fellow officer. The list of  injured men was long, and the descriptions of their wounds were   sickening. 6
The news story explained that the bombing occurred at the end of a  meeting called by the city’s socialists on Tuesday evening, May 4, in  order to denounce the police for killing some strikers at the McCormick  Reaper Works in a skirmish that took place the previous afternoon.  Roughly 1,500 people had gathered for a rally that began that Tuesday at  7:30 p.m. on Desplaines Street, quite close to Randolph Street, where it  widened to become the Haymarket, a busy place where farmers sold their  produce by day. August Spies, the city’s leading German socialist, had  called the meeting to order and then had introduced the renowned labor  agitator Albert R. Parsons, who spoke for nearly an hour.
By the time the last speaker mounted a hay wagon to close the meeting, only 600 people remained, according to the news report. Samuel  Fielden, a burly stone hauler, had begun his speech by noting premonitions of danger obvious to all. He told the crowd to prepare for the worst,  claiming that since the police had shown no mercy to the unarmed workers they gunned down at McCormick’s, then the police deserved no  mercy in return. “Defend yourselves, your lives, your futures,” Fielden  shouted to a crowd the  Tribune described as composed of Germans (who  were the most enthusiastic), along with Poles, Bohemians and a few  Americans.
At this point, “[a] stiff breeze came up from the north and, anticipating rain, more of the crowd left, the worst element, however, remaining,”  according to the Tribune’s lead reporter. Fielden was winding up his  address when witnesses saw a dark line of men forming south of Randolph in front of the Desplaines Street Police Station. A few minutes later  the line started to move, and men on the outskirts of the rally whispered, “Police.” The large contingent of 176 officers moved rapidly down the  street, marching double-time, like soldiers. The silver stars and buttons on the policemen’s blue coats glittered in the light cast off from   the nearby Lyceum Theater, the only building in this dark grid of streets  that glowed with electric lights. The police column was so broad that it  filled the width of Desplaines Street, forcing onlookers to move onto   the wooden sidewalks.
When the first division of police stopped just before the wagon, the  officer in charge said to Fielden in a loud voice, “In the name of the   law, I command you to disperse.” Then, said the Tribune, came the “response.” With no warning “something like a miniature rocket suddenly  rose out of the crowd on the east sidewalk.” It gave off a red glare as it  arced about 20 feet in the air before falling in the middle of the street  among the police. The bomb lay on the ground for a few seconds and then  “exploded with terrific force, shaking buildings on the street and creating  havoc among the police.” The blast stunned the officers and, before they  could come to their senses, the newspaper reported, another shocking  scene unfolded as “the anarchists and rioters poured a shower of bullets  into the police.”
The patrolmen immediately let loose with their pistols and kept up an  incessant shooting for nearly two minutes as the dark sky above the street  glowed with the flashes of gunfire. The civilians gathered on Desplaines  Street ran for their lives. Some went west on Randolph and others east  toward the Chicago River. Either way, those in flight ducked as bullets  whizzed past them, and many of them dropped on the streets before they  could escape. “The groans of those hit could be heard above the rattle of   revolvers,” wrote one reporter. Some of those who fled took refuge in the  halls or entrances of houses and in saloons. When the shooting stopped,  they cautiously ventured forth, only to face more gunfire from the police.
After this second assault ended, reporters saw men crawling on their  hands and knees. Others tottered “along the street like drunken men,  holding their hands to their heads and calling for help to take them  home.” Many victims had their wounds dressed in drugstores and on  wooden sidewalks, while others boarded streetcars going in every direction and containing wounded people fleeing from the Haymarket.
At this point the journalists on the scene ran across the river to  “newspaper alley” seven blocks away so they could file the biggest story  of their lives. The news of the sensational events at the Haymarket flew  across telegraph lines to newsrooms all over the nation and across the  Atlantic to Europe as well. Every paper in London reported the event,  and several even published long and graphic special sections with reports rendered in minute detail. Overnight, the Haymarket event became  the biggest news story since Lincoln’s assassination twenty-one years  earlier. “No disturbance of the peace that has occurred in the United  States since the war of rebellion,” said the New York Times, “has excited  public sentiment throughout the Union as it is excited by the Anarchists’  murder of policemen in Chicago on Tuesday night.”7
At 11:30 p.m. police wagons rumbled into the Haymarket district  from other precincts carrying reinforcements who cleared the streets  around the station and “mercilessly clubbed all who demurred at the  order to go.” After patrolmen drove all pedestrians from the area, the  West Side fell silent, and “Desplaines Street looked black and deserted,  save where the gas-lamps showed blood on the sidewalks and the   curbstones.”
The Tribune’s account then described the scene at the Desplaines  Street Station: a “harrowing spectacle of wounded and dying men on the  floor oozing blood that flowed literally in streams” until almost “every  foot of the space was red and slippery.” Officers stoically bandaged up  their own wounds but reportedly never moaned, according to one reporter  who wrote that he had never seen such heroism.
The station’s basement was filled with wounded civilians who were  scattered around on the floor, some with serious wounds. One of them  moaned and screamed, “but the remainder were as quiet as the death  which was settling down upon quite a few of their number.” Thomas Hara  of Eagle Street near the Haymarket, one of those shot in the back as he   fled the melee, “claimed to be an unoffending citizen” but was probably  a rioter, according to the Tribune reporter. Policemen interviewed at the  station expressed no sympathy for the men in the basement who were  suspected rioters, including socialists and anarchists who had been  “preaching dynamite for years.”
Reporters finally buttonholed Chief Inspector John Bonfield, who had  ordered the police advance on the protest rally. “The Communists were  bent on mischief” for some time, he explained, and therefore the police,  anticipating “the hellish intent of the Haymarket meeting,” had massed a  force of 176 officers at the Desplaines Street Station the previous night.  When the meeting started, the inspector sent officers in civilian clothes  out into the crowd with orders to report back to him if the speeches  became dangerous. “When finally the speakers urged riot and slaughter”  to seek revenge for the deaths of the strikers killed at McCormick’s, the  inspector said he issued his fateful order to march on the meeting.
NONE OF THE businessmen who read this terrifying story in the Tribune  on  May 5 had any reason to doubt the reporters’ accounts. The news  appeared in their paper, the city’s paper of record, which was edited by  Joseph Medill, perhaps the most respected journalist in the nation. An  early champion of Lincoln and of war against the southern secessionists,  Medill had served a term as a reform mayor of Chicago, and by 1886 he  was a powerful force in the Republican Party and an influential voice in  the business community. 8
For all these reasons, the Tribune’s account of the events of May 4 provided a governing narrative for the city’s propertied classes and for the  state’s attorney who would prosecute the alleged perpetrators. The news  reported on May 5 carried an aura of authority and objectivity, but it also  contained some curious inconsistencies and contradictions that would  come into sharper focus when the smoke cleared from the streets, leaving  more than a few people wondering what really happened in the Haymarket that terrible night.
In the immediate aftermath, the Tribune called for severe action  against those aliens responsible for the massacre. The riot in the market  would not have occurred, the editor added, but for “the excessive, ill-conceived toleration” the mayor and city officials accorded to radical   agitators. A bloody lesson had been learned; the government must deport these “ungrateful hyenas” and exclude any other “foreign savages  who might come to America with their dynamite bombs and anarchic  purposes.”9
These staunch opinions failed, however, to reassure the public that  law and order would prevail. City residents were seized with panic as  fantastic rumors swept through the city. Remembering this moment during her difficult time as a widowed dressmaker in Chicago, Mother Jones  wrote that “the city went insane and the newspapers did everything to  keep it like a madhouse.” On the morning after the violent encounter, one  observer said, he passed many groups of people on the streets engaged in  excited conversation about the events of the previous night. Everyone  assumed that the speakers at the Haymarket meeting and other “labor  agitators” had perpetrated the horrible crime. The air was charged with  hatred and cries of “Hang them first and try them afterwards!”10
It was no time for careful public discussion of what had actually taken  place in the Haymarket. In those first days of rage over the bombing, the  daily press not only shaped but also reflected a popular certainty about  who was to blame for the tragedy. There would be no discussion about  why this catastrophe had occurred in Chicago, no talk of what might have  been done to prevent it. Filled with horror at accounts of an unspeakable  crime, citizens demanded an immediate response from the state, one that  would punish not only the “dynamite orators” responsible for the bombing, but also those who sheltered and encouraged them.11
And yet affixing blame for the tragedy did little to diminish the acute  anxiety that swept the nation after the bombing. Indeed, identifying   the anarchists as secret conspirators responsible for the lethal deed led  to wild exaggerations of the menace these subversives posed to social  order. In New York City, for example, the Times reported that workers  who “placed responsibility for their poverty upon the bourgeoisie” were  armed with rifles and bombs and were prepared with plans to bring   down “the ruling class.” Even after these rumors disappeared from the  press, the specter of radicalism would remain alive in “the bourgeois  imagination.” 12
The Haymarket bombing confirmed the worst fears of violent class  warfare wealthy urban dwellers had harbored ever since the railroad  strikes of 1877, when more than 100 workers and civilians were killed by  policemen and militiamen. In all the street fighting that broke out episodically for the next nine years, strikers and rioters had been put down by   the superior forces of state and local government, whose officers had suffered no fatalities of their own. Then on May 4, when one bomb thrown by  a single hand shredded the ranks of the nation’s strongest police force,  many citizens reacted hysterically, experiencing a kind of fear they had  never known before. The invention of dynamite had changed the calculus  of power. Now the weakest, most wretched elements of society had a  weapon that could inflict incalculable damage.
Politically motivated bombings had occurred the year before in London, where Irish-American nationalists attacked British colonial targets,  and earlier in other European cities, where anarchists targeted imperial  rulers, but nothing like this had ever happened in post–Civil War America. There had been many riots in the nation’s cities, but now, “for the  first time in the history of the Republic,” the New York Times  observed,  law officers had been “killed by citizens attacking the right to private  property.” As a result, the Haymarket affair generated emotional shock  waves that would reverberate through the country for years to come.13
As the frenzy of panic that gripped Chicago spread across the nation,  it became clear that Americans were reacting to more than a single terrifying attack on the forces of law and order. No event since the Civil War  had produced such profound excitement as the Haymarket violence, a  perceptive Chicago minister observed. This was not just because this  warlike act occurred during peacetime, but because the catastrophe provoked the widespread fear that the bombing was but “the first explosion  of a deep discontent on the part of millions of poor people in this and  other countries.”14
THE BOMB BLAST on May 4 triggered an avalanche of events: a police riot  in which at least three protesters died, a wave of hysteria in which police  and prosecutors violated civil liberties, a sensational show trial of the  eight workers accused of the bombing and the intensely publicized hanging of four anarchists accused of committing the crime of the century.  Indeed, the whole Haymarket affair, lasting from May 4, 1886, until  November 11, 1887, when the anarchists swung from the gallows in the  Cook County Jail, produced what one historian called “a drama without end.” 15
The hangings did not bring down the curtain on this drama, however.  The Haymarket affair troubled the consciences of many citizens for   years, and for the next two decades and beyond as jurists, trade unionists, journalists and other writers, even elected officials, kept trying the  case over and over. The whole violent string of events in Chicago left a  bitterly divided memory as its legacy. To most Americans, the dead anarchists were, as Theodore Roosevelt put it, “the foulest sort of murderers.”  But to other people, especially immigrant workers in America, the Haymarket anarchists were heroic martyrs, brave enough to die for the cause  of working-class emancipation. Indeed, the anarchists’ trial and execution became, in the hands of working-class preservationists, a passion  play about the prophets who surrendered their lives in order to give birth  to a worldwide workers’ movement. No other event in American history  has exerted such a hold on the imaginations of people in other lands,  especially on the minds of working people in Europe and the Latin world,  where the “martyrs of Chicago” were annually recalled in the iconography of May Day.
In retrospect, the Haymarket affair marked a juncture in our history  when many Americans came to fear radicals and reformers as dangerous  subversives and to view trade unionists as irresponsible troublemakers.  The explosion erupted at a time—the mid-1880s—when popular radical  movements were attracting millions of farmers and workers, but after the  bombing these movements labored under a cloud of suspicion. For mainstream trade unionists struggling to survive in a hostile environment,  Haymarket was a catastrophe they wished to forget. The whole affair gave  anti-union employers and government officials an opportunity to brand  all labor activists violent subversives and to reject out of hand all ideas  about cooperating with their workers. Still, even conventional union  leaders like Samuel Gompers of the American Federation of Labor could  not forget that the revolutionaries put to death in Chicago were union  organizers and leaders of the crusade for the eight-hour day—the cause  that mobilized America’s first national labor movement in 1886.16
The consequences of this tragedy for immigrants were far-reaching.  Europeans of all nations had been welcomed to American shores during  the post–Civil War years, but after the bombing in Chicago even the  much-admired Teutonic peoples of Germany became suspect. At a time  when immigrants seemed to be overwhelming cities like Chicago, the  Haymarket events provoked a new kind of paranoia among millions of  native-born citizens, who grew much more fearful of aliens in their midst.  The memory of Haymarket haunted the national consciousness for   decades because nativists painted a terrifying picture of the alien anarchist as “a ragged, unwashed, long-haired, wild-eyed fiend, armed with   a smoking revolver and a bomb.” This reaction to the Haymarket bombing created a long-lasting popular impression of the immigrant as a   dangerous figure, somehow more menacing than even the most violent  American.17
Indeed, the explosion and the red scare that followed the event produced an atmosphere of fear and hatred that prevailed for decades and  influenced the fates of other immigrant radicals, particularly those of  Sacco and Vanzetti. The ordeal of these two Italian anarchists, executed  in 1927 after being convicted of conspiracy to commit murder, dramatically reprised the case of the Haymarket anarchists put to death forty  years earlier. What Edmund Wilson said of the Sacco and Vanzetti case  and its meaning for twentieth-century America applied to the Haymarket  anarchists’ case as well: “It revealed the whole anatomy of American life,  with all its classes, professions, and points of view and all their relations,  and it raised almost every fundamental question of our political and  social system.”18
The Haymarket case refuses to die because it involves so many troubling questions about the causes of violent conflict and the limits of free  speech, about the justice of conspiracy trials and the fairness of the death  penalty and about the treatment of immigrants, particularly foreign-born  radicals, by the police, the newspapers and the courts. And perhaps most  troubling of all, the Haymarket case challenged, like no other episode in  the nineteenth century, the image of the United States as a classless society with liberty and justice for all.
Americans had been using various languages of class to describe  social reality since the American Revolution, and in the years after the  Civil War they began to express serious worries about the possibility that  bloody battles between workers and employers would erupt, as indeed  they did in the mid-1870s. But almost everyone, politicians and preachers, employers and trade union leaders alike, thought these episodes  were simply the product of hard times or the result of agitation by a few  rabble-rousers. After the Haymarket events, however, more and more  commentators openly expressed their concern that class conflict in the  United States was becoming irreconcilable. For years this extreme view  had existed only on the radical margins of public opinion, but in 1886 it  moved toward the center of American public discourse about what came  to be known as “the social question.”19 
IN THE DAYS AFTER the bomb exploded on Desplaines Street, as most  Americans concluded that crazed immigrants were alone responsible for  the Haymarket calamity, a few prominent men privately worried that the  violence might have been caused by other forces, forces that menaced  the well-being of the democracy itself.
One of these thoughtful citizens was George Pullman. In 1883, three  years before the tragedy, the industrialist had told a Senate committee  that he was “deeply disturbed” that the conditions of life in industrial  cities had become so “dangerous and deplorable.” He had invested millions in building a model industrial town to avoid the dangers of  Chicago’s urban jungle, but in the process he had created a feudal  domain that denied his employees the freedom they cherished. On the  morning of May 5, 1886, as Pullman wrote letters in his Michigan  Avenue office, he learned that his own loyal employees, most of them  native-born Americans or assimilated immigrants, were ready to strike  for an eight-hour day. Even these privileged employees whose loyalty to  Pullman had been rewarded with high wages and good housing had not  escaped infection by the strike fever that gripped Chicago that spring.
One of the letters Pullman wrote that day was to his friend Andrew  Carnegie in Pittsburgh, to thank him for sending a copy of his popular  new book. In Triumphant Democracy the richest man in the world praised  republican government as the reason why Americans enjoyed such  exceptional opportunity, prosperity and domestic tranquility. Carnegie  predicted that a new “American race” would be created when immigrants were educated and fused with natives “into one, in language, in  thought, in feeling and in patriotism.” Pullman ended his letter by telling  Carnegie that publication of his book was very timely, because “owing to  the excesses of our turbulent population, so many are uttering doubts just  now as to whether democracy has been a triumph in America.”20
Many ambitious men like George Pullman had been attracted to  Chicago in the mid nineteenth century, a time when the city embodied  just the kind of triumphant democracy his friend Carnegie extolled. But  after working-class discontent surged through the city on May Day of  1886 and spilled into Pullman town, the famous manufacturer and  reformer beheld a democracy in crisis, a society divided by mistrust and  class conflict.
The governor of Illinois, Richard J. Oglesby, shared some of Pullman’s anxieties during those frightful days of early May 1886. He was   appalled by the news he received from Chicago of “a vicious and riotous  disturbance by the anarchists,” but he resisted demands from leading  businessmen to call out the state militia immediately after the bombing.  The governor feared that inserting militia companies might turn a tense  situation into an urban civil war, because he knew that the discontent  among urban workers ran deep, so deep that Chicago seemed to him like  a “social volcano” ready to blow.21 Indeed, the city had become so  divided that it was difficult for Oglesby to imagine how Chicagoans would  come back together again as they once had been when he had arrived in  the city on another May Day not so long before. That May 1 had been in  1865, when the governor entered Chicago and saw its people standing by  the thousands in the rain, bonded together in grief. The slow train that  Oglesby rode into the city that dismal morning was decked out in flags  and black crepe, and it bore the remains of his old friend Abraham Lincoln, the rail-splitter he had helped to make president of the United  States.

Chapter One
For Once in Common Front
MAY 1, 1865–MAY 1,1867
THE FIRST OF MAY was by custom a day of hope that marked the coming of  spring, a day when children danced and twirled streamers around a May-pole. But in 1865 it was the gloomiest day Chicago had ever seen. For on  that occasion “the merry May pole gaily wreathed for the holiday festivities of exuberant life” yielded its place to the “funeral catafalque draped  with Death’s sad relics.” So wrote Abraham Lincoln’s friend and ally  Joseph Medill in the Chicago Tribune that morning of the day when the  multitudes would assemble “to do honor to the great and good King of  men,” severed from his people when he was “slain so ruthlessly.”1
In the dark hours of the early morning, crowds gathered all along the  Illinois Central tracks on the lakeside. A light rain fell as the funeral  train entered Chicago that morning; it hissed to a stop at Michigan  Avenue and 12th Street, where 36,000 citizens had gathered to meet it.  An honor guard loaded the presidential coffin onto an elaborate horse-drawn hearse, and citizens formed in military rank behind it. A group of  thirty-six “maidens dressed in white” surrounded the carriage as it  passed through an imposing Gothic arch dedicated to the “Martyr for  Justice.” After each young woman placed a red rose on the president’s  coffin, the carriage pulled away, followed by the column of Chicagoans  who marched four abreast up Michigan Avenue toward the courthouse,  where their martyred president’s remains would lie in state. The procession grew to 50,000 as it moved slowly up the lakeside. Along the way  twice that many people lined the streets. From all over the Northwest  they came—by train, in wagons and buggies and on horseback, all united  in silent grief. “In the line of march and looking on, sharing something in  common,” Carl Sandburg wrote, were native-born Yankees and foreign-born Catholics, blacks and whites, German Lutherans and German  Jews—all “for once in common front.”2
Up Michigan Avenue they trod in rhythm to the sound of drums beating in solemn tribute to Lincoln’s memory, expressing, as the Tribune put  it, “the devotion with which all classes looked up to him.” A military  band led the funeral procession of five divisions: first came the Board of  Education and 5,000 schoolchildren, and then military officers and  enlisted men, the combat troops of the Grand Army of the Republic led  by the Old Batteries of the Chicago Light Artillery, whose cannon had  laid siege to Atlanta. The black-coated men of the Board of Trade headed  the next division, which also featured groups from various ethnic lodges,  including 200 of the Turner gymnasts dressed in white linen. Contingents  of workingmen followed, paying their respects to a president who said he  was not ashamed that he had once been “a hired laborer, mauling rails,  on a flatboat—just what might happen to any poor man’s son!” Nearly  300 members from the Journeymen Stonecutters’ Association walked  behind a banner with two sides, one reading IN UNION THERE IS STRENGTH  and the other proclaiming WE UNITE TO PROTECT NOT TO INJURE.3
All through that night of May 1 and well into the next day, mourners  stood in the mud and drizzle waiting to file through the courthouse for a  last look at the man whose storied path to the White House had so often  passed through their city. On May 2, after 125,000 people had gazed  upon the face of their departed president, his coffin was escorted to St.  Louis Depot on Canal Street by another elaborately organized procession  led by a chorus of 250 Germans singing dirges. Lincoln’s corpse was  placed inside its specially built car, and at 9:30 a.m. the funeral train  pulled out of the terminal carrying Illinois’s “noblest son” to his final destination in Springfield, leaving behind a city whose people he had unified  in life and, far more so, in death.4
After its journey through the cornfields and little prairie towns Lincoln had visited as a lawyer and campaigner, the funeral train arrived in  Springfield. The president’s body was buried the next day in Oak Ridge  Cemetery, where the eulogist recalled the late Civil War as a momentous  “contest for human freedom . . . not for this Republic merely, not for the  Union simply, but to decide whether the people, as a people, were destined . . . to be subject to tyrants or aristocrats or class rule of any kind.”5
Leading Illinois Republicans who gathered at Lincoln’s grave on May  4, 1865, rejoiced that free labor had triumphed over the slave system in   that great war now won. They believed a new nation had emerged from  the bloody conflict, new because now all of its people were “wholly free.”  The “four million bondsmen the martyred emancipator had liberated”  were, said the Tribune, a living epistle to Lincoln’s immortality.6  But were  all the people now wholly free?
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President Lincoln’s funeral hearse passing beneath the arch at 12th Street in Chicago, May 1, 1865
IN THE YEARS after Lincoln’s death, emancipated slaves found many compelling reasons to question the meaning of their new freedom in the face  of the reign of white terror that descended upon them. At the same time,  for quite different reasons, workingmen, the very mechanics who benefited most from the free labor system Lincoln had extolled, began to  doubt the nature of their liberty. A few months before the war ended, the  nation’s most influential trade union leader, William H. Sylvis, came to  Chicago and sounded an alarm that echoed in many labor newspapers in   the closing months of the war. The president of the powerful Iron Molders’ International Union excoriated employers who took advantage of   the war emergency to fatten their profits while keeping their employees  on lean wages. When union workers protested with strikes, politicians  called them traitors, soldiers drove them back to work, and many loyal  union men were fired and blacklisted by their bosses in retaliation. How,  Sylvis asked, could a republic at war with the principle of slavery make it  a felony for a workingman to exercise his right to protest, a right President Lincoln had once celebrated as the emblem of free labor? “What  would it profit us, as a nation,” the labor leader wondered, if the Union  and its Constitution were preserved but essential republican principles  were violated? If the “greasy mechanics and horny-handed sons of toil”  who elected Abe Lincoln became slaves to work instead of self-educated  citizens and producers, what would become of the Republic?7
Sylvis told his iron molders that tyranny was based upon ignorance  compounded by “long hours, low wages and few privileges,” while liberty  was founded on education and free association among workingmen. Only  when wage earners united could they achieve individual competence and  independence. Only then would they exercise a voice in determining  their share of the increased wealth and the expanded freedom that would  come to the nation after the war. 8
America had never produced a labor leader as intelligent, articulate  and effective as William Sylvis. Born in western Pennsylvania to parents  in humble circumstances, young William was let out as a servant to a  wealthy neighbor who sent him to school and gave him the key to a good  library. Later, after helping in his father’s wagon shop, Sylvis apprenticed  himself to a local iron foundry owner, a master craftsman who taught his  young helper the ancient arts of smelting and smithing and the methods of  making molten iron flow into wooden molds to shape the iron products he  had designed. After he married, the young molder moved to Philadelphia  to ply his trade, but he found it a struggle working long hours every day to  provide for his family and failing to rise above the level of manual laborer.9
William Sylvis found another way to raise himself up. He became secretary of his local union in 1859, and then two years later secretary of the  new National Union of Iron Molders. By this time Sylvis had decided that  mechanics were losing their independence and respectability because  certain owners monopolized branches of industry and used their power to  reduce wages. The rugged individualist was no match against these men  who used money and political clout to advance themselves at the expense   of their employees. “Single-handed, we can accomplish nothing,” he  wrote, “but united there is no power of wrong we may not openly defy.” 10
In these years before the Civil War, however, prospects for a united  labor movement were bleak. Only a few unions, like those of printers,  machinists and locomotive engineers, had created national organizations. Most trade unions functioned within local settings where they had  been formed by craftsmen who still dreamed of being masters and proprietors of their own shops and employers of their own helpers. These artisans often used radical language to denounce the merchant capitalists,  bankers and monopolists, the “purse proud aristocrats” and “blood sucking parasites” who lived off the honest producers. Yet antebellum labor  unionists, even radicals, tended to be craft-conscious more than class-conscious, barring females and free blacks from their associations and  turning their backs on the women, children and immigrant “wage slaves”  who toiled in factories. 11
Before 1860 common laborers and factory workers rarely formed lasting unions, and when they took concerted action, it was usually to resist  wage cuts rather than to force employers to recognize their organizations.  Their strikes were often ritualistic protests that rarely involved violent  conflicts.12 The one cause that brought diverse groups of workers together  was the campaign to shorten the workday to ten hours. Initiated by journeymen carpenters and women textile workers in 1835, the crusade  gained thousands of adherents in northern shops and factories and then  faded in the 1850s. Middle-class reformers and politicians took up the  cause and lobbied for ten-hour laws in legislative halls, but their moderate arguments for shorter hours failed to produce effective laws. At the  onset of the Civil War the ten-hour movement was dead.
When northern artisans and mechanics left the shops to join the federal armed forces in 1861, trade unions all but disappeared. The largest  group of Union soldiers consisted of farmers, but as more and more  troops were conscripted, workingmen constituted a growing proportion of  the northern armed forces, so that by the end of the war 421 of every  1,000 soldiers who served in the northern ranks were wage workers, as  compared to 35 of every 1,000 who listed business and commercial occupations. With their sons, brothers, cousins and neighbors dying on southern battlefields, those mechanics who remained at work fashioning and  feeding the Union war machine found themselves working shorthanded  and toiling harder than ever for greenback wages that could not keep up  with astounding increases in the cost of fuel, rent and foodstuffs.13
William Sylvis was well aware of these conditions when he became  his union’s national president in 1863. And so, as the War Between the  States raged on, he decided it was time to bring the union back to the  foundries, even if he had to do it single-handedly. He was thirty-six years  old by then, “a medium-sized man, strongly built, of florid complexion,  light beard and moustache, and a face and eyes beaming with intelligence,” wrote one reporter. Still lean from his days at the forge, he drove  himself mercilessly, giving speech after speech in a passionate style of  oratory. That year he visited more than 100 foundries and organized  many new locals. He wore the same suit until it became threadbare, and  the scarf he wore was filled with little holes burned in it by the splashing  of molten iron.14
With tenacity and boundless energy, William Sylvis rebuilt the Molders’ Union into the strongest in the country, creating the first effectively  administered national labor organization in history, with a dues-collection  system, a real treasury and a strike fund. “From a mere pigmy, our union  has grown in one short year to be a giant,” he reported, “like a mighty oak  with branches stretching out in every direction.”15
By 1865, when Sylvis addressed his national convention in Chicago,  he reported that nearly all the foundry owners in the nation had agreed to  employ only molders who held a union card. One of the strongest local  unions of iron molders flourished at Chicago’s premier manufacturing  plant, the farm reaper works owned and operated by Cyrus and Leander  McCormick. Their employees struck four times for wage increases in  1863 and 1864, and won each time. Plant managers reported feeling  powerless to resist the well-organized molders.16 When the Civil War  ended, Sylvis’s molders constituted the vanguard of what promised to  become the nation’s first coordinated union movement, a new army of  labor. Trade union officers like Sylvis were painfully aware, however, that  powerful forces had already been mobilized to block their advance.
DURING THE WAR the iron molders and other trade unionists encountered  new employers’ associations formed to resist any union demands for wage  increases or reduced hours; these groups usually succeeded in destroying the fledgling labor unions by imposing lockouts and breaking strikes.  Once they gained the upper hand, united employers fired and blacklisted  union men and demanded that those who returned to work sign “yellow-dog contracts” promising not to rejoin the union. This coordinated opposition from employers frightened Sylvis and convinced him that a violent  collision between labor and capital was coming. He concluded that union  workers needed a national labor federation “to protect the rights of  mechanics from being trammeled throughout the length and breadth of  the land.”17
In charting a new course for the postbellum era, William Sylvis  needed the help of a good navigator. He found one in Andrew C. Cameron  of Chicago, the editor of a feisty labor newspaper called the Working-man’s Advocate. Cameron had already been a combatant in early skirmishes with employers that broke out in Chicago while the Civil War still  raged. He had come to America from Scotland as a young printer’s  apprentice, having learned the trade from his father in Berwick-on-Tweed, a historic center of Scottish resistance to English rule. He grew  up during a time when the North Country was awash with a great mass  movement for a People’s Charter that would democratize the English Parliament and legalize universal manhood suffrage. The Chartist movement  left a legacy that many English and Scottish workers carried to America:  a tradition of questioning the new industrialism and of proposing checks  on the free play of the market—all this based on an outlook with a “dangerous tenet: that production must be, not for profit, but for use.”18
After securing a position as a printer for the Chicago Times  in 1860,  Cameron emerged as the leader of a wartime strike against the paper’s  imperious publisher, Wilbur F. Storey, who had dismissed his union  printers in order to hire cheaper hands.19 Unable to state their case in the  city’s daily papers, the strikers formed their own opposition newspaper,  the Workingman’s Advocate, “devoted exclusively to the interests of the  producing classes,” and asked Andrew Cameron to be its editor. It was a  task he performed with all the “vim and independence characteristic of a  Scotch Covenanter who hated tyranny and oppression from what ever  source.”20
Cameron shared William Sylvis’s concerns about the high-handed  behavior of certain offensive employers during the Civil War.21 As he saw  it, greedy monopolists ignored worker sacrifices at home and on the field  of battle while taking advantage of the war to freeze wages and pad their  pockets with federal contracts as they cornered markets and fleeced their  men. This behavior, he wrote in the Workingman’s Advocate, had produced in Chicago and elsewhere a “general dissatisfaction with the existing state of affairs” and a yearning to expand the boundaries of freedom  for the mechanic and the laborer. Sylvis and Cameron believed that Lincoln’s ideal notion of an equal partnership between labor and capital had  died with the martyred president. They also thought that workingmen  who depended on wages paid by an employer no longer believed they  could raise themselves up and become self-made men, as the Illinois  rail-splitter had done. The wage system itself had created two distinct  and antagonistic classes now locked in what seemed like an “irrepressible conflict.” And so, as peace finally came to a war-torn nation,  Cameron believed that “another battle was announcing itself.”22
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William H. Sylvis
There was a way to prevent the violent collision of labor and capital  the labor leaders feared, a way for workers to gain more equally from “the  privileges and blessings of those free institutions” they defended “by  their manhood on many a bloody field of battle.” The way forward could  be paved by a powerful movement capable of winning a historic victory:  legislation reducing the sunup-to-sundown workday to a humane length  of eight hours. This achievement would be the first step toward what  Sylvis called the “social emancipation” of working people.23
The inauguration of the eight-hour system would end the degradation  of the endless workday. It would create new time for the kind of education  workers needed to become more effective producers and more active citizens. Beyond this, self-education would allow workers to create a cooperative system of production that would eventually replace the current  coercive system in which men were forced to sell their labor for wages. 24
All these ideas had been articulated by the founder of the movement,  a machinist from Massachusetts named Ira Steward. The self-taught Bay  State mechanic had launched a wartime reform movement that infected  masses of common people with a desire, a fever, for freedom and equality.  Steward believed that the right of a free laborer to come and go as he  pleased had been rendered “abstract” by a wage system that allowed  employers to unilaterally set the terms of work, and then to collude  among themselves to artificially limit wages and maintain long hours.  Steward, an ardent abolitionist, rejoiced over the abolition of chattel  slavery and then looked forward to the liberation of the wage earner, that  “free” laborer who worked from sunup to sundown and instinctively felt  that “something of slavery” still remained and that “something of freedom” was yet to come.25
In 1866, Steward’s followers established eight-hour leagues across the  land as workers organized huge public meetings and labor processions.  That year workingmen celebrated the Fourth of July in Chicago and other  northern cities by singing Civil War–era tunes like “John Brown’s Body”  with new words composed by eight-hour men.26 This postwar insurgency  impressed Karl Marx, who had followed Civil War events closely from  England. In 1864 he helped create the International Workingmen’s Association in London, whose founders hoped to make the eight-hour day a  rallying cry around the world. The association and its program failed to  draw a significant response from workers in Europe. Instead it was from  the United States that the “tocsin” of revolutionary change could be  heard. “Out of the death of slavery, a new and vigorous life at once  arose,” Marx wrote in Capital. “The first fruit of the Civil War was the  eight hours agitation,” which ran, he said, with the speed of an express  train from the Atlantic to the Pacific.27
The evangelical work of the eight-hour leagues produced “a grand  revival of the labor movement,” as new organizations multiplied and isolated unions amalgamated, forming more than thirty new national trade  unions and associations. In Chicago, a new Trades Assembly, led by  Andrew Cameron, doubled in size to include twenty-four unions and  8,500 workers by the end of 1865. The city’s Eight-Hour League established itself in various working-class wards and laid the groundwork for  an aggressive legislative campaign to make eight hours a “legal day’s   work.” On May 2, 1866, one year after the city paid its respects to its  deceased president, Cameron announced with great fanfare the convening in Chicago of the first statewide convention of the Grand Eight-Hour  League. The mechanics and workingmen who attended the gathering  resolved to make Illinois the first state to legislate the eight-hour system.28
In August of 1866, Cameron joined forces with William Sylvis and  other trade union chiefs to found the National Labor Union, the first organization of its kind. Cameron’s Advocate became the union’s official organ  and, after the organization’s second congress, he helped prepare a summary of its resolutions.29 The elegantly worded manifesto Cameron and  four other workingmen drafted insisted that the eight-hour system was  essential to the health and well-being of wage earners and their families  and that workers themselves must take united action to win it. Their concerted effort must allow no distinction by race or nationality and “no separation of Jew or Gentile, Christian or Infidel.” The failure of earlier  ten-hour laws demonstrated that well-meaning reformers could not exert  the pressure needed to achieve this much-desired reform. Only workers  themselves could hold state legislators accountable to their constituents.30
The vision of emancipation articulated by Cameron, Sylvis and the  eight-hour men could be realized only if workers acted together as citizens to make the republican system of government work on their behalf.  They would need to use the power of the national state to correct the  abuses workingmen had suffered at the hands of judges who threw out  shorter-hours laws and at the hands of employers who created “combinations” to limit their wages, set their hours and break their unions. Here  was a bold, even audacious insistence that the Republic accede for the  first time in history to a working-class demand. As a result, the call for  the “eight-hour system” seemed to employers less like a proposal for  reform and more like a demand for radical change in the political balance of power.
Before the Civil War, labor activists could not have imagined such a  new order because they were for the most part disciples of Jefferson and  Jackson, who feared government tyranny as much as overbearing monopoly. But after the emancipation and the beginnings of Reconstruction,  they saw arising a new kind of national state, one powerful enough to  eradicate slavery and construct a new democracy in its place.31 As a  result, organized workers now looked to Washington with hopes of gaining their own liberation.
In 1866, Andrew Cameron used his growing influence as editor of the  Advocate and organizer of the Eight-Hour League to launch a nonpartisan  lobbying campaign for a state law to reduce the length of the working day.  While Democrats and Republicans fought bitterly in the state capitol  over other issues, Eight-Hour League activists energetically worked the  legislative halls in Springfield, seeking a legal limit to the workday.  Cameron refused to pin his hopes on either the Republicans or the  Democrats and directed his activists to work both sides of the aisle. His  strategy worked, as bipartisan support for a shorter-hours bill materialized. On March 2, 1867, the Republican governor of Illinois, Richard J.  Oglesby, signed the nation’s first eight-hour law, to take effect on May 1.32
Chicago workers expressed their unbounded joy at a packed lakefront  rally on March 30 that they had organized to “ratify” the law and to display their newfound power. Governor Oglesby spoke to them and invoked  his days as a young carpenter and a friend of Abraham Lincoln, who, as  president, had sympathized with the mechanics’ plight during the Civil  War. A popular personality in Illinois, “Uncle Dick” Oglesby had  invented the “rail-splitter” image for Lincoln during his first presidential  campaign. Four years later the two men ran on the same ticket in the fateful wartime election of 1864. Oglesby, a war hero with a Minié ball  lodged in his chest, ran for governor that year and courageously stood by  the president, defending his Emancipation Proclamation and facing  down racist Democrats as he did. In April of 1865, Oglesby was at Lincoln’s bedside as he lay dying, and on May 1 he was on the funeral train  that carried his friend’s body to Chicago. Now, just two years later,  Oglesby stood before a Chicago crowd and declared that eight hours of  work was enough to ask of workingmen and that eight hours of freedom  during the day was “none too long for study and recreation.” 33
Oglesby then introduced the state’s new attorney general, Robert  Green Ingersoll, who was also a decorated colonel in the Union army and  a devoted Lincoln man. Like the governor, the young lawyer was a Radical Republican who supported forceful measures to reconstruct and  reform the Confederate states. Ingersoll was a rare character in American  politics then, a freethinker who opposed the influence of religion in civic  life. Like many Radical Republicans in 1867, he had warmly supported  the eight-hour day, even though the party’s business supporters opposed  it. Indeed, Ingersoll outdid Governor Oglesby in his endorsement of the  cause, evoking lusty cheers from the assembled workers when he proclaimed that the workday should be even less than eight hours so that  wage earners could “educate themselves until they become the equals in  all respects of any class.”34 
A Chicago labor activist who witnessed this occasion believed that it  marked a new beginning for his city. “In this great emporium, to all outside appearances devoted to the interests of commerce and middle men, it  was a sublime spectacle; this clasping of fraternal hands, between the  laborer and the highest officers of the State, over the heads of defiant capitalists . . . ,” the writer observed. “Our State is full of rail splitters turned  statesmen, and they have proved . . . to be the strongest and toughest  timber ever used in the construction of national councils.” 35 Here was a  pregnant moment in American political history, when the dream of universal freedom created a bond between Republicans like Richard Oglesby  who were determined to reconstruct the South and labor reformers like  Andrew Cameron, set to make the nation’s wage workers truly free.
The advocates of the eight-hour system believed that the American  economy was capable of expanding infinitely to benefit all productive citizens. Their own political economist, Ira Steward, rejected the prevailing  theory, which held that at any given time there was a fund of fixed size  from which each dollar a capitalist paid in wages meant a corresponding  cut in profits. Few economists of the era thought of wages as elastic, able  to rise with profits as productivity improved. Steward argued, however,  that workers themselves cultivated tastes and desires that required a  higher standard of living, whereas “men who labored incessantly” were  “robbed of all ambition to ask for anything more than will satisfy their  bodily necessities.” 36 If the great Republic could guarantee a producer  the free time required to become an educated citizen who expected a  decent income, a worker could climb out of poverty to gain independence  and self-respect.
The eight-hour day would benefit employer and worker alike by creating more leisure and stimulating the desire for more consumption, and  thus the need for higher wages. And so, the advocates believed, this one  reform would lift all boats on a swelling ocean of prosperity and calm the  rough waves of class conflict. Some businessmen accused the eight-hour  men of being “levelers” who wanted the state to confiscate private property. But this was a canard, Andrew Cameron replied. Why would the  labor movement want to destroy capital, he asked, when labor was “the  sole creator of capital” and when worker and employer shared a common  interest in producing and marketing goods for their mutual benefit?37
Nowhere in America did the dream of mutual gains seem more possible than it did in Chicago after the Civil War, a place where the demand  for labor seemed insatiable and where the prospects for prosperity  seemed unlimited. It was the city of self-made men who started out wearing overalls and using tools and ended up wearing silk suits and high  hats. It was a city that would, its promoters promised, become a paradise  for workers and speculators. 38

Chapter Two
A Paradise for Workers and Speculators
MAY 1867–AUGUST 1870
ON MAY 15, 1866, Chicago’s leading men gathered ceremoniously to open a  new city slaughterhouse on the South Branch of the Chicago River. All  members of the Common Council were there in Bridgeport, according to  the Chicago Tribune, together with the police and health commissioners, “a number of the city’s butchers and a miscellaneous assemblage of persons who, for lack of a better classification, are set down as citizens.”  When the mayor cut the ribbon, the band burst into patriotic tunes, and  among the dignitaries there was “lots of propulsive hand shaking and  how-de-dos.” Then, after the first ceremonial pig was cut, the river  echoed with cheers. 1
There was much to celebrate in Bridgeport that day. The city’s slaughtering and packing industry had boomed during the Civil War because  politicians had secured lucrative military contracts to supply rations. By  1864 the city’s pork-processing operations consumed so many hogs that  if they were placed in a line, one promoter boasted, it would stretch all  the way from Chicago to New York.2 And now, two years later, prospects  for further growth seemed unlimited, not only for the pork producers, but  for all the city’s entrepreneurs.
With easy access to eastern markets via the Great Lakes and to the  western states via the Illinois & Michigan Canal link to the Mississippi,  Chicago’s businessmen enjoyed decisive advantages over all regional  competitors. By the end of the Civil War, their city was the western terminus of every major railroad east of the Mississippi. All the eastern railroads were built to Chicago, and the western roads were built from it. The  Chicago, Burlington & Quincy made the crucial link to Omaha and a vast  Nebraska territory of corn and hog production, a connection that would  soon extend all the way to the Pacific.3 As a result, the city became “the   principal wholesale market for the entire mid-continent,” serving “as the  entrepot—the place in between—connecting eastern markets with vast  western resource regions,” according to historian William Cronon.4
As their iron rails reached out from Chicago, the railroads introduced  modern capitalist business methods to the whole region, methods that  had been perfected in the city on Lake Michigan. Chicago’s grain business was so profitable that it generated “an orgy of hazardous undertakings” in spot trading and futures trading as the Board of Trade more than  doubled its membership. The city’s enormous trade on the Great Lakes  also swelled during the war, and then exploded afterward. The lumber  industry was served by its own fleet of boats, which brought hardwoods  from the north country, and by the Illinois Central Railroad, which  hauled cars filled with southern pine from Texas and Louisiana. All along  the banks of the South Branch of the Chicago River stretched vast lumberyards where stacks of cut timber, some as high as 30 feet, spread out  for acres. A large corps of immigrant lumber shovers and dockworkers  moved the wood all day long to ships in fourteen water slips and to waiting flatcars on fourteen railroad spurs built by the Chicago, Burlington &  Quincy Railroad. Its trains hauled scarce lumber all over the treeless  expanses of the great West, where farmers and townspeople awaited shipments of prefabricated stores, houses, churches and schools—all made  in Chicago. Along with cut and milled lumber, the westerners received a  vast array of valued products from the booming metropolis: tables and  upholstered chairs, men’s overalls and women’s dresses, church organs  and parlor pianos, as well as cast-iron stoves and tools from the city’s  foundries, endless barrels of salted pork from the stockyards and lager  beer from the German breweries, Bibles and dime novels from the shops  on Printers Row, fancy notions from Marshall Field’s dry-goods emporium and, most important of all, plowshares to break the prairies and  mechanical harvesters to reap their bounty.5
The cornucopia of material goods that issued forth from hundreds of  Chicago factories, mills, forges and shops required an ever-expanding  army of willing wage workers. As a result, the city acted like an enormous  magnet that dragged in farm boys from near and far, along with gamblers,  Civil War veterans, tramping artisans and Canadian adventurers; from  Europe came trainloads and boatloads of displaced peasants and farm  laborers, as well as failed tradesmen, frustrated apprentices, political  exiles and unwilling conscripts.6 Chicago’s population doubled during  the 1860s mainly because so many Europeans arrived—37,000 from   the German states, 20,000 from Ireland, along with roughly 9,000 from  Norway and Sweden, 8,500 from England, Scotland and Wales, and  7,700 from the British provinces in Canada. Some of these newcomers  became entrepreneurs, land speculators and merchants serving ethnic  customers, but most of them entered a wage-earning workforce created  by the city’s explosive industrial growth. The number of Chicago workers  employed in manufacturing multiplied five times during and after the  Civil War, and most of these new workers were foreigners. 7
The city fathers harbored no doubt that these newcomers to Chicago  would succeed and become productive citizens and homeowners. Indeed, during the late 1860s, wages earned by skilled workers increased  significantly in terms of daily rates and of purchasing power. Furthermore, low-cost housing became more available in Chicago than in most  big cities because of the invention of the balloon-frame house, the oversupply of cheap lumber and the seemingly endless availability of housing  lots stretching west and south from the business district. Thousands of  pine-box shanties arose on the prairie along with poorly built business  blocks. All this plus sidewalks covered with pine blocks and planks created what one historian called “long lines of well-laid kindling.” Some  Chicagoans realized the risks that lay in a city built of pine, but contractors ignored all warnings of danger and threw up new, cheap houses for  workers as fast as they could.8
As the labor editor Andrew Cameron moved through the city in 1866,  he observed a new “aristocracy” settled on a few islands of wealthy real  estate in a vast sea of working people who trudged off to work in the dim  morning light and returned to their pine-box homes in the dark. Like  Dickens, the most popular English writer of the time, the Scottish  reformer told a tale of two cities. He knew that thousands of ordinary people had achieved success in the city as real estate salesmen, contractors,  saloonkeepers, store clerks, brokers and tradesmen of all kinds, but he  worried about the others, the tens of thousands who feared that wage  labor at long hours had become a life sentence.
Yet Cameron was an optimist. He believed that when the new Illinois  eight-hour law took effect on May 1, 1867, wage earners would no longer  have to endure “a protracted life of endless toil.” Labor reform would rescue these floundering multitudes and help bring them to another shore,  where they would enjoy the free time to better themselves and to work  their way out of poverty.9
THE REALIZATION OF Andrew Cameron’s vision required more than the  goodwill of a governor and a state legislature; it required the assent of the  city’s employers. Chicago’s hard-driving businessmen soon showed they  had no such inclination when seventy manufacturers formed a united  front to resist the new statute. These employers despised the eight-hour  law, which seemed to them a foolish attempt to diminish the wealth of  both workers and capitalists. After all, they asked, what employee would  willingly sacrifice two or more hours’ pay every day, and what employer  would accept reduced output from employees? The eight-hour law’s  opponents simply rejected the theory that an employee who worked eight  hours would produce more, earn more and then purchase more as a consumer. In any case, they insisted that such a statute violated a sacred  principle: the right of each employee to make an individual contract with  an employer. If eight hours became the legal workday, it would deny a  worker the freedom to work for nine, ten, twelve or more hours. Businessmen also opposed laws of this kind because they extended the functions  of republican government far beyond what they saw as their intended  limits. Republican leaders like Tribune editor Joseph Medill believed  federal legislation was required to guarantee universal manhood suffrage  and equal rights, but the state had to stay out of the marketplace and  avoid offering protection to certain groups.10
As Chicago employers mounted their resistance in the winter of 1867,  a Boston labor newspaper warned its readers that capital had its back  up. 11 Fearing the worst, Cameron and other labor leaders threatened a  general strike if employers defied the law when it took effect on May 1.  Hoping for the best, tens of thousands of workers gathered in Chicago  that May Day for a march from the Union Stock Yards to celebrate the  eight-hour law’s inauguration. The Times described it as the “largest procession ever seen in the streets of Chicago.” It included divisions from  forty-four unions represented by workmen carrying banners inscribed  with the symbols of their craft and the slogans of their cause, such as  EIGHT HOURS AND NO CONCESSION and WE RESPECT THE LAWS OF THE STATE.  The Stonecutters’ Association sent a contingent of 259 men in white silk  aprons marching with three horse-drawn wagons, including one with a  large banner that read HAIL TO MAY 1, 1867, A DAY LONG TO BE REMEMBERED  BY ALL WORKERS.12
The workers moved in an orderly fashion toward the lakefront, where   they gathered to hear speeches in English and German from their leaders, who warned them that “capital” might undermine their victory. Anxiety rose in this massive crowd when the city’s Republican mayor, J. B.  Rice, appealed for compromise in case the employers refused to accept  the law. Other Republican officials sent letters of support but did not  appear. Governor Oglesby, who had spoken so boldly for eight hours in  March, remained in Springfield on May 1 and sent no message.
On May 2 the largest Chicago employers refused to obey the new law  and ordered their employees back to work for the customary ten or eleven  hours. In response, worker protests and strikes closed railroad car shops,  shipping depots, lumberyards and wood-planing mills. In the Irish section of Bridgeport, workers shut down all the packinghouses and rolling  mills. The powerful Machinists’ Union ordered members out of their  shops, and the Iron Molders’ Union banked the fires in all but eight of the  city’s foundries. The McCormicks opened the gate to their harvester factory on May 2, expecting the men to work ten hours
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