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For Sai, Averi, Jack, Max, and all the other young troublemakers out there fighting to build a better world.





INTRODUCTION

The first time I met Jennifer Bates, she was almost as nervous as I was. One of us had racked up a decent amount of on-camera experience by then, but you wouldn’t have guessed who it was by looking at us. She was dressed in a royal-blue blouse and black overcoat, her hair and makeup impeccable. Meanwhile, I trailed behind her in my grubby Carhartt jacket and braids. It was a moody gray day in early February 2021, and I’d just arrived in Alabama for my first big reporting trip since the COVID-19 pandemic hit. I hadn’t left my home in Philadelphia for more than a year and I was still a little nervous about getting up close and personal with anyone. With that in mind, I figured that holding interviews outside on a park bench was the best-case scenario. A digital media nonprofit called More Perfect Union had sent me there to cover a story that was developing in an Amazon warehouse a few miles down the road, in a struggling town called Bessemer.

Once known as the “Marvel City,” Bessemer had fallen down on its luck. The city was once a major manufacturing region, but over the years, business had dried up. Alabama’s $7.25 minimum wage made it difficult for workers to turn their noses up at any kind of work that paid a little better, so Amazon’s promise of $15 an hour appeared to be a step up. It wasn’t until the warehouse opened in March 2020—just as the pandemic had begun—that the people hired to spend their days inside the concrete fortress on a hill began to realize what exactly it was that they had signed up for. They quickly realized they needed to do something about it, together. By the summer, the workers there had decided to unionize.

If the workers won, their union would be a first for Amazon’s massive U.S. operations. Folks in the labor movement also hoped a win in Bessemer would inspire the hundreds of thousands of workers in the company’s 110 other U.S. warehouse facilities to get organized, too. Past efforts to unionize at Amazon had had mixed results, though. It turns out going up against one of the richest men in the world was pretty tough, especially when he really, really didn’t want you to win! Amazon CEO Jeff Bezos and his executives cracked down on organizing wherever possible, but workers had made small gains here and there.

In 2018, Somali American and Somali immigrant workers in Minnesota successfully forced Amazon warehouses to improve their working conditions and respect their religious needs. Amazon workers in more union-friendly countries like Germany, Italy, Poland, France, and Spain had been able to unionize, too, but Alabama was another story. Its state and local politicians were all very blunt about their anti-union position, and it was always going to be an uphill battle to unionize the warehouse there. It was going to take something big and bold and visionary to finally crack Amazon’s armor. In 2020, that moment arrived—and it was being led by a group of middle-aged Black warehouse workers in a struggling Alabama town whose union roots ran as deep as the coal mines just a few miles down the road.

Other journalists have been covering Amazon, its labor offenses, and its rotten business ethics for years, but this would be my chance to be the first reporter on the ground for what may be an important new chapter in the story. I had been hired to narrate and produce video coverage, which, as a lifelong writer, I saw as a fun new challenge. This particular story was fascinating on many levels and so potentially significant for labor’s future that I couldn’t turn it down, even if I was anxious. No one had predicted then how huge the campaign would become, or how much of my own life would come to revolve around its ups and downs. My biggest priority that day was to find out what Jennifer Bates and her coworkers wanted the rest of us to know about their fight.

We said our hellos in the union hall’s parking lot before piling back into our respective cars and heading over to Birmingham’s Civil Rights District to choose an interview location. Jennifer was a striking, soft-spoken woman; she was shy, but she was determined, and I could see it in her eyes the moment we met. I also could sense that she was deeply kind, but not inclined to suffer fools. We walked through a park across from the famous Sixteenth Street Baptist Church, where four little Black girls had been murdered by the Ku Klux Klan just a few years before Jennifer was born. Her black coat billowed in the wind beneath the watchful eye of a statue of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. History was alive in that park, and in that city, and in the campaign that Bates and her coworkers had launched. The civil rights leader’s final action before his life was extinguished by a sniper’s bullet had been in service to labor. He’d spent his last day speaking to a crowd of striking unionized sanitation workers in Memphis, Tennessee, who were demanding respect for themselves and their coworkers.

Bates emphasized that connection once the camera started rolling. Dr. King was a union man, and the Amazon workers of Bessemer saw themselves as following in his footsteps on the long road toward justice. Like him, Bates was guided by her faith. “If it is meant to be, God is gonna make sure it comes to pass—and if it doesn’t, then there was something in there that we should have learned,” she told me later on. “We are supposed to learn out of it.”

I knew I was asking a lot from her that day. She was about to go on record about what had driven her and her coworkers to go up against one of the most powerful companies in the world. Amazon: whose economic power was inconceivable, their reputation for cruelty and retaliation was legendary, and their political influence was everywhere. I was just there to bear witness. Her story would soon become national news, her face would soon grace the pages of major publications, and her struggle would inspire millions—but right then, it was just her and me, sitting on a park bench, talking about the pain in her legs and the fire in her heart. As the old saying goes, the cause of labor is the hope of the world, and as we spoke, that hope shined hard in Bates’s deep brown eyes. I could feel the heat roll off her words.

No great labor leader works alone, and Bates was no exception. Her coworker Daryl Richardson was there too that day, telling me about the grueling conditions and overwhelming feeling of unfairness that had led him to take action. Like Bates, he had had prior experience with unions, and had seen firsthand the impact they could have on righting wrongs and pushing for change in a flawed workplace. After some quick Googling, Richardson placed the fateful call that ended up drawing a small army of Retail, Wholesale and Department Store Union (RWDSU) organizers down to Bessemer. That phone call launched one of the most-watched, hardest-fought union election campaigns in recent U.S. history. A gentle man with a warm heart, he had made the 40-minute drive from his home in Tuscaloosa to the Amazon warehouse in Bessemer and then to the RWDSU union hall in downtown Birmingham more times than he could remember.

The footage from those interviews ended up in a series of videos that racked up millions of views, and drew lots of attention from folks who were horrified to see what was really going on inside those warehouses. More importantly, union organizers in Bessemer sent them around to the workers themselves to help counteract Amazon’s anti-union messaging. They faced an uphill battle there. By the time I arrived, Amazon had already spent months plastering anti-union banners throughout the warehouse, sending anti-union messages to workers’ personal phones, and even hanging flyers in the same bathroom stalls that workers barely had time to visit during their backbreaking ten-hour shifts. Worse, Amazon had taken to forcing workers to attend captive-audience meetings, in which high-priced “union avoidance” consultants tried to persuade the workers they were better off without a union and lectured them about the evils of organized labor. Those who spoke up in favor of the union were kicked out, or targeted with one-on-one lectures on the shop floor. As unfair as it was, captive-audience meetings were legal under the United States’s outdated labor laws. Anti-union bosses love them, because it gives them an opportunity to scare workers and feed them misinformation. But as the media attention increased, more workers became comfortable with the idea of speaking out publicly. Momentum began to build. What started as a trickle turned into a flood.

As the Bessemer union drive picked up steam, journalists from around the country and across the globe parachuted into Birmingham to follow the story. I kept coming back, making three trips in as many months; as soon as I’d get home, I’d start planning ways to get back to Alabama as soon as I could. More workers took the microphone, like Emmit Ashford and Linda Burns. Organizers like Michael “Big Mike” Foster, a RWDSU member and poultry plant worker, became a beloved figure, and was eventually hired by the union.

The Amazon union drive became front-page news. When the campaign finally came to an end and the votes began to be counted, the New York Times even ran a vote tracker with live updates. Momentum had picked up even more before the election. The weekend before, Senator Bernie Sanders and rapper-activist Killer Mike had traveled to Alabama to whip up enthusiasm for the union. As the deadline neared, all eyes were on Bessemer.

Despite the massive roadblocks in their way, after seeing everything that Jennifer and Daryl and everyone else had poured into this election, after witnessing firsthand the excitement and energy around it, after meeting the dozens of locals and out-of-towners alike who had dedicated months of their time to boosting the union drive, after reading the coverage around it and doing my own reporting for months, I never even imagined that they wouldn’t win.

But then… they didn’t. When the final tally came out, Amazon had won after all, beating out the union by a wide margin. Jennifer Bates and the other pro-union workers at that Bessemer warehouse had fallen short this time, but the fight did not stop there. RWDSU immediately filed almost two dozen objections against Amazon with the National Labor Relations Board, calling out the company’s unfair labor practices. In 2022, a second election was run. For a second time, the effort failed, and the union again filed a raft of charges against Amazon. As I write this, the results of that second election remain tied up in court, and workers at that Bessemer warehouse have continued their organizing efforts. Five years since Daryl made that phone call, they still haven’t given up on winning their union.

When I spoke to Bates the day after the first election vote tally came out, she made it clear that she and her coworkers weren’t ready to back down. She didn’t try to hide her disappointment or her suspicions that Amazon had used dirty tactics to undermine the election. But what was most clear was her enduring hope. Her eyes were still full of the same determination and faith that I’d seen when we first met.

She wasn’t nervous to talk to me this time, either. Since those first few interviews in February 2021, she has given hundreds more, appeared in front of dozens of cameras, spoken at countless meetings with her coworkers, met with celebrities and politicians, and testified in front of Congress. The David-and-Goliath fight that consumed her life for months never consumed her spirit. That, she gave freely and abundantly to the cause, like so many other labor leaders before her. Jennifer Bates was a woman with nothing left to fear but her creator, and as far as she was concerned, Jeff Bezos was a mere speck of dust beneath her sandals.

A lot has changed since that first Amazon vote in Alabama. They may still be waiting for their win, but the impact of what those workers accomplished reverberated throughout the labor movement, and set an important precedent. As I wrote back in 2021, “Someone had to be the first, and now the next group of workers who decide to take a moonshot of their own and go toe-to-toe with a giant will get even closer.” A few months after I turned in the manuscript for the first version of the adult edition, titled Fight Like Hell, that prediction came true. Workers at an Amazon warehouse in Staten Island, led by former and current Amazon workers Christian Smalls, Derrick Palmer, Angelika Maldonado, Michelle Valentin Nieves, and all the others on their committee of worker-organizers, successfully unionized as the independent Amazon Labor Union. It was an explosive victory and has given so many other workers in this country hope. What the ALU accomplished (and are continuing to fight for) shows the constant work of progress and revolution, of pushing forward, further, and further still. It’s the unfinished business of centuries of fighters and thinkers and dreamers. Each generation brings us just a little bit closer to the dream, until we can finally see liberation up ahead.

I’ve been lucky. I grew up in a working-class, blue-collar, rural union household. My dad, grandpa, and uncles all worked construction. My granddad was a millwright in a steel mill, and my grandma was a teacher. The union was a constant presence in my home, as much a part of our lives as my dad’s gray pickup truck or the pine trees out back. I remember the times when my dad was on strike, and how we had to tighten our belts until the conflict ended and he was back on his regular pay. When I was 17 and my mom got really sick, her surgery bills topped the quarter-million mark; the health insurance his union provided kept us from going bankrupt.

Of course I also remember him complaining about long, boring union meetings, which is funny to think about now that I’ve been to literally hundreds of them myself. My dad’s never been good at sitting still, so I don’t blame him for that. Sure, he might not have liked the less exciting parts of union membership, but he instilled in me the unshakable idea that the union was a good thing to have—and that when your boss was doing you wrong, you could count on the union to have your back. Every worker deserves to feel that way. Thanks to forces beyond their control, though, so many continue to be denied that protection at Amazon and in countless other workplaces across the U.S.

In the following pages, I’m going to introduce you to many more versions of Jennifer Bates, individuals who have made waves across class and gender and race and time. Some of them were famous during their own eras, and then forgotten; others were never given the spotlight they deserved at all because of who they were, where they were born, or who they loved. All of them have made incredibly important contributions to the history of the U.S. and especially to the history of working people. My hope is that you will see yourself or someone you love in their stories, and that learning about them will give you the courage you need to stick up for yourself or your coworkers someday. I’m so excited for you to meet them!

Fight to Win! is not going to be a comprehensive, nuts-and-bolts account of the entire U.S. labor movement from start to end. That would require about a thousand more pages, at least! You’ll probably notice some pretty big omissions, and while I would have liked to include people from every single industry and profession, I had to pick a few favorites to make sure this book ever got finished. I’m not an academic or trained historian, either, so I’m very grateful to those who are. This book would not exist without the hard work of the academics, historians, researchers, and archivists who first chronicled this history and wrote important books about it that ensured that these stories were preserved.

Every story is a labor story, and every labor story builds on years—if not centuries—of previous organizing victories and failures. With this book, I wanted to make space for stories that don’t always get covered, and for people whose incredible contributions to the cause have largely been forgotten by history. The stories of poor and working-class women, Black people, Latino people, Indigenous people, Asian and Pacific Islander people, immigrants of all backgrounds, religious minorities, queer and trans people, disabled people, and people who are incarcerated don’t always get the attention they deserve when they’re still with us. It’s a shame, too, because those are the very people who had the most to lose but found it within themselves to give more and fight harder than anyone else.

Working people have always been essential, but this country has often failed to recognize the value of their lives as well as their labor. Starting in 2020, when the COVID-19 pandemic pushed workers onto the front lines and pushed our society to its breaking point, labor actions swept the nation. Millions were either left jobless or forced to risk catching a deadly disease without adequate protection. Workers whose labor keeps society running—the janitors and cleaning staff, the farmworkers and meatpackers, the grocery store workers and public transit operators, the delivery drivers and postal service workers—were given no choice but to work through it. They deserved every bit of praise they received, but it shouldn’t have taken a global health crisis for the government to start taking their needs seriously.

So many of the people whose jobs were newly recognized as “essential” toiled in industries that lacked labor protections. “Those people, not only do they not have a safety net, but no matter what is going on, they have to continue to put their bodies and lives on the line,” Veena Dubal, a law professor at the University of California, Irvine, and a fierce advocate for workers told me. “There’s some great tragic irony that it’s these ‘essential workers’ who are the most dispossessed: the people who are carved out of all [labor] protections, the people who do the most dangerous work, and the people whose lifespans are the shortest as a result.”

They were not, and still have not been, paid a livable wage, still cannot afford healthcare, and are still disenfranchised by a deeply flawed system that places people of color and undocumented workers at increased risk, whether there’s a pandemic raging or not. People incarcerated in jails and prisons were forced to manufacture masks, gowns, and hand sanitizer for use outside the walls, even as the virus turned those very facilities into death traps. Prisoners were called on to dig graves for those who were lost to the virus, and watched their own friends get sicker.

Those in the medical field—doctors, nurses, hospital technicians, hospital janitors and laundry workers, funeral home owners and morticians—were endangered by personal protective equipment shortages. The entire awful situation exposed the hazardous conditions that have been allowed to fester under the U.S.’s cruel capitalist system. By hitting the streets and raising the alarm, workers started fighting back.

Now it seems like more workers than ever are imagining a better way, and looking to the past for inspiration. Pro-union sentiment rose to 71 percent in 2022, the highest that mark has been since 1965. The United States’s labor laws are outdated, the National Labor Relations Board is understaffed and underfunded, but there is a great and mighty wave of organizing happening regardless. From fast food to academia to museums to mines to digital media to tech, workers in industry after industry are taking control, forcing bosses to the table, and fighting for their piece of the pie. There is a vital sense of urgency that has only increased with every new crisis. Something’s got to give.

One of my favorite historical labor figures, Elizabeth Gurley Flynn, hit the nail on the head way back in the early 20th century. She was talking about the need to keep political and social justice demands on the same level as so-called bread-and-butter economic issues. In her words: “What is a labor victory? I maintain that it is a twofold thing. Workers must gain economic advantage, but they must also gain revolutionary spirit, in order to achieve a complete victory. For workers to gain a few cents more a day, a few minutes less a day, and go back to work with the same psychology, the same attitude toward society, is to achieve a temporary gain and not a lasting victory.” In other words, a raise in wages isn’t enough. Workers need—and deserve—so much more.

Every worker today stands on the shoulders of giants. You will meet some of them here, like Lucy Parsons, Maria Moreno, Bayard Rustin, and Eugene V. Debs. Most people won’t even recognize their names, though, which is exactly why we need to get their history into people’s hands now—and that starts with you, the person reading this book! These folks understood that they might not win everything they wanted, but they could at least try to push things a little bit further ahead. Bit by bit, day by day, year by year, they and their descendants have seen some of those dreams come true, from the eight-hour workday to a federal minimum wage to laws against child labor. If they hadn’t dreamed as big and fought as hard as they did, our world would look a lot different—and honestly, it would be a whole lot worse. Thanks to those who came before us, we now have the opportunity to build upon their work and leave the world in better shape than we found it.

Some of the stories in this book will break your heart. Some will make you angry. Some will make you laugh, or shake your head, or raise your fist in triumph. The people within these pages were tough, determined, messy, and complicated human beings just like you and me. They weren’t perfect, they made mistakes, they lost campaigns and caused trouble. They also cared deeply about their fellow workers, and refused to back down when it felt like the entire world was against them. I hope you find inspiration in their stories and take the lessons they taught us to heart. When the day comes that you’re at work, and your boss treats you or one of your coworkers unfairly, remember their names. They fought to win—and so can you.

It’s on each and every one of us to carry the torch forward. As the song “Solidarity Forever” says, we can bring to birth a new world from the ashes of the old. And as Jennifer Bates would tell you herself, “Burn, let it burn.”





Sarah Bagley The Determined Mill Girl 1837–1846


Let us trust on and try to leave a little seed on earth that shall bear fruit when we shall pass away.



When Sarah Bagley walked through the doors of the Hamilton Manufacturing Company on her first day in 1837, she could scarcely believe her ears. It was so loud! Everywhere around her, noisy pieces of machinery called power looms whirred and spit out strands of cotton thread. Young women just like her operated the spinning machines and scurried around with bundles of cloth. The thunderous racket filled the room, and seemed to never stop. It couldn’t have been more different from the quiet fields and green forests of her hometown in Candia, New Hampshire. But that was exactly why Sarah was there. Like so many other young women of her era, she wanted more than a quiet domestic life. She was looking for an adventure—or at least, a taste of freedom.

At first, Sarah loved her new job. She had been excited to leave her sleepy hometown and move to bustling Lowell, Massachusetts, to work as a weaver in one of the city’s textile mills (big factories where fabric like cotton was manufactured). It wasn’t just about her own desires, either; her family had fallen on hard times, and she needed the money to help them out. The Industrial Revolution was in full swing, and Sarah was right there in the middle of it. It was a time of huge social and economic change. For example, in 1837, when Sarah moved to Lowell, it was still unusual for a woman like her—a white, New England farm girl from a rural family—to have a job at all. Most women in her position were expected to stay home, get married, and care for their children. Her life had already been planned out for her since the moment she was born. But the world had opened up since then, and Sarah became part of a new generation of young women who were leaving home and traveling to industrial cities across New England to find work in factories.

Factory owners liked hiring young women to work in their mills; they thought that the “mill girls” would only stay for a few years before leaving to get married. Factory owners also assumed that young women were weak, obedient, and willing to accept much lower wages than their male counterparts. Like many of her coworkers, Sarah didn’t have time to think about gender equality; she was just excited to jump into her new life and start earning her 50-cent daily wage. When she got to Lowell, she rented a room in a company-owned boardinghouse alongside several other young women workers. Sarah was a little older than most of her new friends; she was 31 when she started, but still had to obey the “house matron” who monitored the young women’s behavior.

Working in the mills gave many a new sense of independence. It wasn’t true freedom, but for that first wave of women, who would have otherwise been doomed to lives of isolation or domestic drudgery, it was at least something new. For the first time in their lives, women like Sarah were able to earn their own money and decide how to spend their free time. What little time they had away from the factory was entirely their own, with no parents, siblings, or farm animals demanding their attention. Their paychecks also gave them room to dream: to save up for college or future weddings, to buy nice clothes and accessories, and to help support their families. The mill girls also enjoyed cultural activities, and were far more intellectual than the mill bosses assumed. They attended lectures from thinkers like Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau, formed debate teams and political clubs, and started “self-improvement circles.” They created their own spaces to discuss literature, art, and philosophy. Eventually, as they began to trust one another more, these conversations turned political… and the “girls” started to talk about their awful working conditions.

Some of them also wrote for the Lowell Offering, a literary magazine that was overseen by the factory owners but written by and for the workers. It was the first magazine in U.S. history to be wholly run by women. The magazine started off as a collection of personal poems and essays and fit well with the young workers’ interests in art and philosophy. It was founded to emphasize the positive things about the mills, but that soon changed. Sarah was a contributor and early on, wrote an essay called “The Pleasures of Factory Work” that praised some aspects of her job. But as conditions inside the mills got worse, notes of dissatisfaction and even rebellion began to show up in the workers’ writing. Some wrote about the difficulties of working in the mills, while others shared political views. A worker named Betsey Chamberlain wrote a passionate piece about her dreams of an eight-hour workday and equal wages for men and women (the factory owners probably weren’t thrilled about that one). It didn’t take long for Sarah to change her tune, too, and begin writing very different essays.

Betsey had had plenty of inspiration for her own essay, and as she spent more time at the factory, Sarah quickly learned the truth about their jobs. The mill girls’ days were long, dusty, and loud. They would spend 12 to 14 hours standing in front of a screaming spinning machine or power loom, breathing in cotton fibers and the stench of oil lamps. Bloody accidents were common, and there were no such things as safety regulations. Workers often got caught in the machine and were left missing fingers or other limbs. Some were scalped when their long hair was yanked into the machines, leaving them in agonizing pain. Cotton dust filled the air and put workers at risk of developing serious lung diseases. There was no ventilation, either. Managers intentionally nailed the windows shut to keep the air thick and humid, which helped keep thread pliable. They didn’t much care how unbearable it was for the workers, especially when the mills became boiling hot in the summer.

When the “girls” finally got to go home to their small apartments, there was barely time to eat and sleep before the work bell rang again. Their free time was still theirs, though there was precious little of it. Frustrated and beaten down by the horrible conditions, many of them left the mills altogether, and went back home to their families. They decided that a smaller, safer life at home was worth giving up on their own dream. By the 1840s, enough of the original mill girls had left that the factory owners began hiring Irish immigrant women instead. This was intentional, too. The bosses knew that these poor immigrant workers were desperate for jobs and would accept lower wages, since some money was better than nothing at all.

Things seemed to get worse and worse, and Sarah’s positive view of her job soon curdled. She realized that the mills weren’t an empowering new adventure but were instead a terrible grind. She saw how the factory owners did not care about how tired, ill, or uncomfortable they were. It seemed obvious that all they cared about were their own profits, so they kept cutting wages and forcing the workers to speed up production. Sarah’s bosses thought they could get away with it, too. Because the mill workers were young women, the rich men who employed them assumed that they’d be too scared to stand up for themselves. Those men couldn’t have been more wrong.

By 1844, Sarah had had enough. She began organizing her coworkers around what seemed like an almost impossible goal: the ten-hour workday. Betsey had dreamed of only eight, but to these workers, even 10 would have been a huge improvement. It seemed possible, too, since federal workers had won it in 1840 and skilled workers in various industries had done the same years earlier. The mill girls were still working up to 16 hours a day, and they were sick of it. That year, 15 young workers in Lowell—including Sarah—founded a labor organization called the Lowell Female Labor Reform Association. Their first meeting took place in December 1844 at the Anti-Slavery Hall in Lowell. It was organized as a chapter of the New England Workingmen’s Association, and Sarah was elected as its first president. By 1845, the organization had gained 600 members, and they were determined to convince the Massachusetts state legislature to pass a law shortening the workday to 10 hours. It was a big goal, and they knew they’d need to build power outside their own workplaces to get there. The mill girls connected with members of the New England Workingmen’s Association and worked together to send petitions to the legislature.

Thanks to their efforts, Massachusetts launched a formal investigation into the working conditions in the Lowell mills. State Representative William Schouler, who was the publisher of the Lowell Offering before he ran for office, was called to lead the investigation committee. He knew very well how terrible things were for the mill girls, since he’d spent years reading their writings about it. In 1842, after he bought the Lowell Offering, the magazine stopped printing Sarah’s writing. By then, she had become a fierce advocate for workers’ rights, and Schouler thought it was a bad idea to give her a platform to spread her ideas. He was a friend to the factory owners, and Sarah’s writing was a liability. It would’ve been hard to have picked a worse person to lead the committee.

The odds were stacked against them, but Sarah still stood up to publicly testify about how bad it was for her and her coworkers. Other young mill workers joined her on the stand, which must have been nerve-racking for them. At the time, it was very rare for women to testify in front of men—or speak in public at all—and these young women were speaking directly to powerful politicians who had never even seen the filthy guts of a factory. But they did it anyway and held firm to their message. Sarah and her coworkers were fighters, and they knew their cause was just. Unfortunately, the legislature ignored their pleas, and decided not to take any action against the mills. Schouler and his colleagues didn’t care what a bunch of raggedy young women had to say and didn’t want to risk upsetting the wealthy factory owners.

Sarah got back at them later, though, when Schouler was running for reelection to the Massachusetts House of Representatives in 1845. Women did not have the legal right to vote yet, so she and her coworkers couldn’t vote against him themselves. But Sarah and the Lowell Female Labor Reform Association had gotten very good at getting their message across. They used all their energy to convince their male coworkers in Lowell to vote Schouler out. “As he is merely a corporation machine, or tool, we will use our best endeavors to keep him in the ‘city of spindles,’ where he belongs, and not to trouble Boston folks with him,” they wrote at the time. He ended up losing his election. The mill girls had not yet won their fight for the ten-hour workday, but they certainly won their battle with William Schouler.

Sarah started writing again, too. On May 29, 1845, the New England Workingmen’s Association launched a new magazine called the Voice of Industry. A young mechanic named William F. Young was its editor, but he quickly invited Sarah to join the publishing committee. She wrote essays aimed at women workers, and ran the Female Department of the magazine, which printed letters and other writings by mill girls. She became known for her fiery, inspiring words about the factory owners’ hypocrisy and the mill system’s failings. “Whenever I raise the point that it is immoral to shut us up in a room 12 hours a day in the most monotonous and tedious employment, I am told that we have come to the mills voluntarily and we can leave when we will. Voluntarily!” Sarah wrote in the Voice of Industry. “The whip which brings us to Lowell is necessity. We must have money; a father’s debts are to be paid, an aged mother to be supported, a brother’s ambition to be aided and so the factories are supplied. Is this to act from free will? Is this freedom? To my mind it is slavery.”

She was also very critical of the Lowell Offering, which had survived but became very owner-friendly in the years since Schouler had forced her to stop writing for the magazine. In a Fourth of July speech, she called its then-editor Harriet Farley “a mouthpiece of the corporations.” Farley was a former mill girl herself and did not appreciate the insult. Sarah refused to take back her words, and the two women kept up a public feud for years. Things had certainly come a long way from “The Pleasures of Factory Work” and Sarah had no interest in pretending to play nice with anyone who didn’t appreciate the workers’ struggle.

She spent two years as the president of the Lowell Female Labor Reform Association. During that same time, she was also an officer in the predominantly male New England Workingmen’s Association, and was the vice president of the Lowell Union of Associationists. In early 1847, she left the Lowell Female Labor Reform Association after a series of disagreements over its direction. She also stopped writing for the Voice of Industry in late 1846, after clashing with its new male editor. He disagreed with her over the role women should take in publishing the magazine, saying that her writing was “too radical.” Sarah had heard it all before: she was too loud, too passionate, and too determined. She had come a long way from those early days as a bright-eyed farm girl, and had spent nearly a decade fighting to improve conditions in Lowell’s mills, take down greedy factory owners, and ease the pain of her fellow mill girls. It had been a grueling, tiring fight, and Sarah was ready to leave the mills behind and try something new. The factory owners were probably very happy to see her go.

Sarah was a labor pioneer in many ways, but no one would have been able to predict her next move. In 1846, she relocated to Springfield, Massachusetts, and became the nation’s first female telegraph operator. The tabletop telegraph machines must have felt tiny compared to the massive power looms she was used to, and the relative quiet of her new office must have been a relief. However, Sarah found that this job came with an old problem: she was being paid a quarter as much as her male coworkers. By then, she was totally over the unequal treatment she’d received during her entire life as a worker and refused to put up with it for a minute longer. After making history in her new job, she quit.

Her later years brought a lot more movement. She briefly went back to Lowell to work in the mills again, then moved to Philadelphia, and also spent time in Brooklyn. In 1850, she made yet another big change. She married a Scottish man named James Durno, and they moved to Albany, New York. James worked as a homeopathic doctor, and they set up a patent medicine business. Patent medicines were big business during this era, despite the fact that they claimed to treat all kinds of diseases but rarely worked. Some people got rich by selling these medically dubious potions anyway, and the Durnos got in on the action by selling their own cold remedies. Unlike the grifters and hucksters who dominated the patent game, Sarah became a real physician. She focused on treating women and children and was especially interested in respiratory diseases. Helping women and children with their breathing problems must have taken her back to her days in the mills, with their hot, cotton-filled, non-ventilated air. She had probably spent years working alongside other young women with nagging coughs, scratchy throats, and bleary eyes. Some part of that memory must have stayed with her. No matter how far she traveled, Lowell was always in her heart.

After Sarah left the labor movement, she never gave up on the fight for justice. She became deeply invested in the struggles for women’s rights and the abolition of slavery, and was also involved in antiwar activism and the prison reform movement. Sarah died in 1889 at the age of 83 and was buried beneath the rolling green hills of Philadelphia’s Laurel Hill Cemetery. She did not live to see American workers win the eight-hour workday, which was not formally passed until 1938—over one hundred years after she first stepped foot in Lowell and walked through those Hamilton Manufacturing Company doors. But we wouldn’t have gotten there without her.





Ben Fletcher The Radical Dockworker 1890–1933


The first and most important duty is for all of us to prepare ourselves for the final chapter in the life of Capitalism.



Benjamin Harrison Fletcher was extremely well-known during his lifetime—famous, even!—but much of what we know about his early life is still a mystery. Like many poor and working-class people of his time, he did not keep a diary or detailed records, but the little that has been documented is fascinating. We know that he was born in Philadelphia on April 13, 1890, to Southern parents who had likely been born into slavery in Virginia. Like many other formerly enslaved Black people, Ben’s parents moved north following Emancipation, and Philadelphia was a logical choice to make their new home. During that period, the city was a major hub for the maritime industry, with a busy waterfront full of ships, sailors, and dockworkers. Philadelphia had a reputation as a progressive place thanks to its large Quaker population, who vocally opposed slavery and promoted peace between different groups of people. Before and during the Civil War, it was also an important stop on the Underground Railroad, the secret network of safe houses that many enslaved people used to escape to freedom. According to Dr. Peter Cole, who wrote an important biography called Ben Fletcher: The Life and Times of a Black Wobbly, by 1890, the city had become very diverse. Established communities of free Black people lived alongside newer immigrants from places like Ireland, Italy, and Eastern Europe. As a
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