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A Call to Solidarity!! 

Local 8 of the Marine Transport Workers of Philadelphia, 
affiliated with the Industrial Workers of the World, call to the 

workers of all races, creeds, color and nationality to Unite. 

If we would maintain our standard of living, and prepare for 

the final emancipation of the workers, we must organize our 

labor power upon an industrial basis. 

We are the only organization in America which has a uniform 

wage for engineers, holemen, truckers, riggers, and water boys. 

Of our three thousand and five hundred members, over two 

thousand are Negroes. 

| In this period of industrial depression and black reaction, 
only solidarity can save the workers. 

Let workers of all races, creed, color and nationality, or 

ganize to liberate the class-war and political prisoners. Let us 

organize to build up a new Brotherhood for mankind where 

there is no race, class, craft, religious or nationality distinctions, 

Workers: Organize, Agitate, Educate, Emancipate! 

: j 

Marine Transport Workers 

Industrial Union, Local No. 8 
INDUSTRIAL WORKERS OF THE WORLD (I. W. W.) 

j 121 Catharine Street, Philadelphia, Pa. 

Figure 1: Black labor organizer and activist A. Phillip Randolph's The Messenger regularly 

praised Local 8 for its commitment to racial equality and industrial unionism. From The 

Messenger, April 1922, p. 396. 
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Philadelphia's Lords of the Docks: 

Interracial Unionism Wobbly 

Style 

By Peter Cole, Western Illinois University 

In the early twentieth century, several thousand Philadelphia longshoremen organized them 

selves into a powerful, durable, and effective labor union. These men, who proudly belonged 

to the Industrial Workers of the World, proved wilUng and able to employ the WobbUes' 

direct action tactics to improve their Uves. Perhaps even more impressive is that Local 8 was 

one of the most, perhaps the most, racially inclusive union of its era. Few institutions of any 

sort at that time in America could claim to be more committed to interracial, multiethnic 

unionism than Local 8. For ideological and pragmatic reasons, Local 8 stood for racial and 

ethnic integration on the waterfront. Uniting a diverse workforce was essential to the union's 

success. Indeed, the union collapsed when Local 8 was 
spUt along racial Unes. This article 

looks at the rise and fall of the Progressive Era's most integrated union. 

Jake had just found a job on the New York waterfront unloading rotting 

pineapples. Most of Jake's coworkers were black, with a few white men who 

were not regulars on the docks. Although told to stay inside the pier's gates 
for the entire shift, Jake went out for lunch anyway. A white man came up 
to 

Jake and, addressing him as "feUow worker," started talking. The white 

man worked for the union that had struck the pier where Jake was working 
and wanted Jake to join his union. Jake decUned. 

"Nope, I won't scab, but I ain't a joiner kind of a feUah," said Jake. 
"I ain't no white folks' nigger and I ain't no poah white's fool. When 

I longshored in PhUly I was a good union man. But when I made 

New York I done finds out that they give the colored mens the 

worser piers and holds the bes'n a' them foh the Irishmen. No 

pardner, keep you' card. I take the best I k'n get as I goes mah way. 
But I teUs you, things ain't none at aU lovely between white and 

black in this heah Gawd's own country."1 

Jake, the protagonist in a novel by Jamaican-born author and communist 

Claude McKay, reveals a great deal about labor and race in the Progressive 
Era. TypicaUy, as W E. B. Du Bois and many others note, race relations in 

the early twentieth century were awful, white racism making the Uves of 

Claude McKay, Home to Harlem (1928; Boston, 1987), 43-46. 

Journal of the Gilded Age and Progressive Era 6:3 (July 2007) 

This content downloaded  on Wed, 27 Feb 2013 10:06:20 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


312 Journal of the Gilded Age and Progressive Era / July 2007 

black Americans a struggle merely to survive, and the workplace was a focal 

point of this prejudice. In Northern cities such as New York, longshoremen 
were divided along racial and ethnic lines, with African Americans consigned 
to the worst jobs and excluded from Irish-dominated labor unions except 

during strikes, when Irish workers feared black strikebreakers. In Southern 

ports, with the important exception of New Orleans, longshoremen also 

were racially divided, with white workers taking the best jobs despite mak 

ing up a minority on the docks. As Jake's remark suggests, in Philadelphia 
black and white men worked side by side, both on the docks and in their 

union. 

In Philadelphia, Local 8 of the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW), 
the Wobbles' Marine Transport Workers Industrial Union (MTW), dominat 

ed waterfront labor relations for close to ten years. Local 8's success was 

based upon the ability of the black and white longshoremen to maintain a 

united front against their employers, the city and federal governments, and 

rival organizations. As such, Local 8 pushed the limits of interracial organ 

izing in Progressive Era America. Though what they accomplished was nei 

ther simple 
nor easy, ordinary workers achieved what few other organiza 

tions tried and fewer still succeeded at?namely, overcoming that great 
American paradox, the racial divide. That is why black activists of the era, 

including A. Philip Randolph and W. E. B. Du Bois, praised the IWW 

Of course, for Local 8 and the IWW, forming an interracial union was a 

means to an end, not an end in itself. The Wobblies' long-term goal 
was 

abolishing the wage system. To achieve this, the entire working class had to 

join the One Big Union. Until that could happen, Philadelphia's longshore 
men needed a powerful organization to fight for higher wages, shorter 

hours, safer workplaces, less abusive foremen, fairer hiring practices, and 

greater power over their own lives. As it turned out, Local 8 delivered the 

goods on such matters because it unified a highly diverse workforce. No 

doubt some skeptical?or even racist?workers bought into interracial sol 

idarity because of "bread and butter" gains. Crucially, then, there were both 

ideological (radical change) and pragmatic ("pork chops") reasons for unit 

ing thousands of African-American, Irish-American, Polish, Lithuanian, and 

other longshoremen. This essay tells Local 8's story. It argues that the key to 

the union's rise and fall was race. I also seek to raise awareness among his 

torians of the Progressive Era, urban America, Philadelphia, the Atlantic 

and maritime worlds, and even the IWW of Local 8's efforts. In recent years, 

2Local 8 has been ignored in the IWW historiography for decades. Local 8 was an eastern 

local in a union known for its western origins and radicaUsm, a maritime union in an organ 
ization known for its efforts in extractive industries (mining, timber, agriculture), and a long 
term success in a union much better known for spectacular failures and dramatic, occasion 

ally victorious, strikes. My new book covers Local 8's history in the most detail; Peter 
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Local 8 finaUy has received some attention, but not nearly the attention it 

deserves.2 

In particular, given the ongoing interest in exploring the intersections of 

race and ethnicity in the U.S. working class, Local 8's story demands atten 

tion. Herbert HU1, NeU Irvin Painter, and others have charged that labor his 

torians have a "race problem" for faiUng to probe the role of race and 

racism in the working class. Such charges make less sense in recent years 

than a decade or two ago. Historians examining the connections between 

race and labor have produced fascinating studies over the last two decades. 

A great deal more documentation on white working class racism has 

appeared, as has documentation of an important, albeit less common tradi 

tion, that of biracial unionism. Some work, most notably by Eric Arensen 

and Bruce Nelson, has appeared on African Americans in the marine trans 

port industry and its unions. With regard to issues of race and labor, per 

haps only coal mining has received more attention than waterfront work. 

Yet, most scholarship on black unionism in general and biracial unionism in 

particular, longshoring included, focuses on the South. And most of the Ut 

erature on biraciaUsm primarUy credits pragmatism for motivating black and 

Co\e,Wobblies on the Waterfront: Interracial Unionism in Progressive Era Philadelphia (Urbana, 2007). 
There are only three significant articles on Local 8, all recent: Peter Cole, "Quakertown Blues: 

Philadelphia's Longshoremen and the Decline of the IWW," Eeft History 8 (Spring 2003): 39 

70; Howard Kimeldorf and Robert Penney, "'Excluded' By Choice: Dynamics of Interracial 

Unionism on the Philadelphia Waterfront, 1910-1930," International Eabor and Working Class 

History 51 (Spring 1997): 50-71; Lisa McGirr, "Black and White Longshoremen in the IWW: 

A History of the Philadelphia Marine Transport Workers Industrial Union Local 8," Eabor 

History 36 (Summer 1995): 377-402. My previous article focuses on the role of communism 

in destroying Local 8 and dividing the entire IWW after World War I, a topic that deserves 

more attention. On Local 8 and race, where Kimeldorf and Penney focus too narrowly on 

race as the only important factor in Local 8's decline, McGirr's article (despite the title) insuf 

ficiently explains the reasons for the racial basis of the union's successes and failures. The 

best general history of the IWW remains Melvyn Dubofsky, We Shall Be All: A History of the 

Industrial Workers of the World, 2nd ed. (Urbana, 1988), although he, typically, treats Local 8 as 

a curiosity not quite relevant because its strength lasted beyond the war. William Preston 

notes Local 8's inability to gain "much historical emphasis" in his review essay, "Shall This 

Be All?: U.S. Historians Versus William D. Haywood et al," Eabor History 12 (Summer 1971): 
446. Joseph Conlin attempted to address the lack of case studies of individual IWW branch 

es but ignored Philadelphia; Conlin, At The Point of Production: The Focal History of the I. W. W. 

(Westport, CT, 1981). John S. Gambs devotes a few pages to Local 8 but disclaims interest in 

issues of race and ethnicity: "The race question, however, though dormantly existing, does 

not concern us"; see Gambs, The Decline of the I.W.W., 1917-1931 (New York, 1932), 135-37. 

In contrast, Sterling D. Spero and Abram L. Harris discuss Local 8 precisely because of its 

black majority in The Black Worker: The Negro and the Eabor Movement (1931; New York, 1969), 
333-36. Finally Philip S. Foner singles out Local 8 and Ben Fletcher but seems to find the 

Brotherhood of Timber Workers' case more interesting; Foner, "The IWW and the Black 

Worker," Journal of Negro History 55 (Jan. 1970): 51. I have written a short biography of 

Fletcher, in the context of Local 8, and gathered his writings and all that has been written 

about him; see Ben Fletcher: Fhe Ufe and Fimes of a Black Wobbly (Chicago, 2007). Similarly, his 

torians of Philadelphia have not given Local 8 its due; the fullest treatment is Charles Ashley 

Hardy III, "Race and Opportunity: Black Philadelphia during the Era of the Great Migration, 
1916-1930" (PhD diss., Temple University, 1990), 80-83. 
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white workers, especiaUy the white ones, to undertake such an unusual and 

dangerous course of action. The history of Local 8 does not neatly fit into 

this Uterature. Local 8 appeared at a Northern port. This union was motivat 

ed as much by ideology as pragmatism.3 
Local 8's diversity and strength surprise many who come across it. In 1913 

African Americans made up close to half of PhUadelphia's waterfront work 

force and increased in real numbers and percentage during the wartime 

Great Migration. The City of Brotherly Love's black workers joined with 

Irish Americans and immigrants from Poland, Lithuania, Spain, and the 

West Indies to form Local 8, part of the radical Industrial Workers of the 

World?one of the WobbUes' strongest and most durable outposts as weU 

as one of the most powerful, if not the most powerful, union in Progressive 
Era PhUadelphia. This organization's strength, radicaUsm, and commitment 

to interracial unionism was remarkable in an anti-union, conservative, and 

racist city. In fact, there is no better example in the period of a large group 
of African Americans committing themselves to a (left-wing) union for as 

long or as fervently as the PhUadelphia longshoremen. Local 8's story 
demonstrates that African Americans were indeed willing to join with white 

workers who dedicated themselves to interracial soUdarity. Further, both the 

rise and faU of this interracial union underscores the importance, often cen 

traUty, of race in the American working class. 

SimUarly, though the "New African American Urban History" has dra 

maticaUy expanded and deepened our understanding of the black urban 

experience, many studies stiU seem to underestimate the significance of the 

workplace and treat African Americans in isolation from other groups. No 

doubt, the field has done a wonderful job of recognizing the agency of 

3 A useful summary is Eric Arnesen, "Up from Exclusion: Black and White Workers, Race, 
and the State of Labor History," Reviews in American History 26 (Mar. 1998): 146-74. A select 

ed Ust of works from the growing field of race and labor includes: Arnesen, Waterfront 
Workers of New Orleans: Race, Class, and Politics, 1863-1923 (Urbana, 1991), '"It Aint Like They 
Do in New Orleans': Race, Relations, Labor Markets, and Waterfront Labor Movements in 

the American South, 1880-1923," in Racism and the Eabour Market: Historical Studies, ed. Marcel 

van der Linden and Jan Lucassen (New York, 1995), 57-100, and "Following the Color Line 

of Labor: Black Workers and the Labor Movement Before 1930," Radical History Review 55 

(Winter 1993): 53-87; Kevin Boyle, "The Kiss: Racial and Gender Conflict in a 1950s 

Automobile Factory," Journal of American History 84 (Sept. 1997): 496-523; James R. Green, 
"The Brotherhood of Timber Workers 1910-1913: A Radical Response to Industrial 

CapitaUsm in the Southern U.S.A.," Past and Present 60 (Aug. 1973): 161-200; Rick Halpern, 
Down on the Tailing Floor: Black and White Workers in Chicago's Packinghouses, 1904-54 (Urbana, 

1997); Herbert Hill, "The Problem of Race in American Labor History," Reviews in American 

History 24 (June 1996): 189-208; Dan Letwin, The Challenge of Interracial Unionism: Alabama Coal 

Miners, 1878-1921 (Chapel Hill, 1998); Earl Lewis, In Their Own Interest: Race, Class, and Power 

in Twentieth-Century Norfolk, Virginia (Berkeley, 1991); Bruce Nelson, Divided We Stand: 

American Workers and the Struggle for Black Equality (Princeton, 2001); David R. Roediger, 
Towards the Abolition of Whiteness: Essays on Race, Politics, and Working Class History (London, 

1994); Joseph WilUam Trotter, Black Milwaukee: The Making of 
an Industrial Proletariat, 1915A5 

(Urbana, 1985). 
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black city dwellers in many aspects of life and has made strides in connect 

ing urban and labor history, notably in the works of Joe Trotter, Richard 

Thomas, Earl Lewis, Charles Hardy, and Thomas Sugrue. Black Milwaukee is 

especially noteworthy because of the model Trotter provides for de-empha 

sizing 
matters of residence and thus avoiding what the author calls "ghet 

toization." Trotter instead offers a "proletarianization" model that identifies 

class formation as the primary force in black lives in cities. As Trotter notes 

in his 1995 review of the field, "Its central theme seems quite clear?in the 

face of hostility from without and substantial fragmentation from within, 

African Americans created a new community in the urban environment. The 

complicated transition of agricultural workers to a new urban-industrial 

foundation stood at the center of this process." Although there are some 

limitations in Trotter's approach, as pointed out by Robert Gregg, it should 

come as no surprise that Trotter's theory looms large in this study of an 

urban, interracial union with a black majority. More generally, the workplace 
is a logical starting point for studying African-American interactions with 

other racial and ethnic groups, as it has been on the job that much, if not 

most, of this contact has occurred.4 

Race and Class Matters in the City of Brotherly Love 

Many Americans, blacks included, might assume that Philadelphia was 

and is a progressive Northern city. Considering that Philadelphia housed 

one of the largest and oldest black communities in the nation, that the 

African Methodist Episcopal Church was founded there, that it was home 

to the Odd Fellows?combined with the city's well-known tradition of 

Quaker activism?a progressive political and racial climate seems reason 

able. Instead, Philadelphia was dominated by a corrupt, anti-democratic, 

pro-business, and racist political machine. In 1903 muckraking journalist 
Lincoln Steffens noted that Philadelphia, "with 47 per cent, of its popula 
tion native-born of native-born parents, is the most American of our 

greater cities." From the 1860s into the 1930s, Philadelphia was the only 

large U.S. city to consistently support the Republican Party. Even though 
blacks consistently voted Republican in the Progressive Era, they had no 

political clout in the Irish-dominated Vare Brothers political machine, which 

took its marching orders from the statewide Republican machine, run by 

4Joe W Trotter, "African Americans in the City: The Industrial Era, 1900-1950," Journal of 
Urban History 21 (May 1995): 438-57; Richard Pierce, "Something Old, Something New, 

Something Borrowed, Some Things Black?" Journal of Urban History 21 (Mar. 1995): 283-95; 

Trotter, Black Milwaukee, xi-xiv, 264-82; Richard Thomas, Ufe for Us Is What We Made It: 

Building a Black Community in Detroit, 1915-1945 (Bloomington, 1992J/ Lewis, In Their Own 

Interests', Hardy, "Race and Opportunity"; Thomas Sugrue, The Origins of the Urban Crisis: Race 

and Inequality in Postwar Detroit (Princeton, 1997); Robert Gregg, Sparks from the Anvil of 

Oppression: Philadelphia's African Methodists and Southern Migrants, 1890-1940 (Philadelphia, 

1993), 5-8,21-23. 
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Boies Penrose. Though he differed with Steffens on who dominated the 

"Organization," as it was known locally, historian Peter McCaffery ultimate 

ly agrees with Steffens' legendary charge that Philadelphia was "the most 

corrupt and contented" city in the land, nor does McCaffery try to disprove 
Steffens' even more damning statement that Philadelphia was "the worst 

governed city in the country." Other recent historians, such as Howell 

Harris, Charles Hardy, and Philip Jenkins describe Philadelphia as ferocious 

ly anti-union and highly conservative.5 

In racial matters, in fact, Philadelphia's atmosphere seemed akin to cities 

that more obviously stood on the border between North and South, such as 

Baltimore, Washington, St. Louis, or Cincinnati. The high number of native 

born white citizens that Steffens pointed to is only one of Philadelphia's 
similarities to such cities, since "new" immigrants moved primarily to the 

North and Midwest. As occurred in many Northern and Midwestern cities, 

Jim Crow started sweeping through Philadelphia in the early 1900s. Though 
residential segregation would not occur until after World War I, 

Philadelphia's school system became increasingly segregated prior to it. 

Similarly, blacks suffered de facto exclusion from or segregation in most of 

the city's public spaces, restaurants, theaters, and hotels. For example, when 

the NAACP held its annual convention in Philadelphia in 1913, one month 

before Local 8's emergence, the interracial civil rights organization had no 

choice but to find private lodging for its black delegates. The city's race rela 

tions only worsened over the next decade. Kenneth Jackson argues that the 

Klan's Northeastern stronghold was eastern Pennsylvania, and Philip 

Jenkins notes that Philadelphia was a nationwide center for right-wing and 

racist political activism through the 1930s. To this day, Philadelphia's racial 

climate is tense, as the MOVE bombings in the 1980s and Mumia Abu Jamal 
case of the 1990s suggest.6 

5Roger Lane, William Dorsey's Philadelphia and Ours: The Past and Future of the Black City in 

America (New York, 1991), xi-xiu; Lincoln Steffens, "Philadelphia: Corrupt and Contented," 

The Shame of the Cities (1904; New York, 1957), 134-38, 143-44; CaroUne Golab, "The 

Immigrant and the City: Poles, ItaUans, and Jews in Philadelphia, 1870-1920" in The Peoples of 

Philadelphia: A History of Ethnic and Eower-Class Ufe, 1790-1940, ed. AUen F. Davis and Mark 

H. Haller (Philadelphia, 1973), 203-30; Peter McCaffery, When Bosses Ruled Philadelphia: The 

Emergence of the Republican Machine, 1867-1933 (University Park, PA, 1993); Howell John 

Harris, Bloodless Victories: The Rise and Fall of the Open Shop in the Philadelphia Metal Trades, 1890 

1940 (New York, 2000); Hardy, "Race and Opportunity," xiv-xv; PhiUp Jenkins, Hoods and 

Shirts: The Extreme Right in Pennsylvania, 1925-1950 (Chapel Hill, 1997), 36-39. 

6Hardy, "Race and Opportunity," preface, 197-98, 204, 207-08, 249, 479-80; Vincent P. 

Franklin, The Education of Black Philadelphia: The Social and Educational History of a Minority 

Community, 1900-1950 (Philadelphia, 1979), 12-21, 48-51; Sam Bass Warner, Jr., The Private 

City: Philadelphia in Three Periods of Its Growth (Philadelphia, 1968), 125-55; Kenneth T. Jackson, 
The Ku Klux Klan in the City, 1915-1930 (New York, 1967), 170-71; Jenkins, Hoods and Shirts, 

10-11, 62-63. The Klan possessed more than 30,000 members in the Philadelphia area and 

100,000 in eastern Pennsylvania. 
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Race on the Waterfront 

By 1913 PhUadelphia had been an important commercial center, manufac 

turing city, and port for more than two centuries. WhUe it no longer was 

America's premier city, that honor long having passed to New York, 

PhUadelphia continued as one of the largest and most economicaUy vibrant 

cities in the nation. In the early 1900s, PhUadelphia boasted the country's 
third largest population, with more than 1,300,000 residents, and a vibrant 

and diverse manufacturing base. Textile production was the largest industry, 
but the city maintained a strong presence in garments, metalwork, printing, 

ship and raUroad buUding, and myriad others. Further, the port ranked 

among the nation's top five in terms of shipping volume and value. In the 

late 1910s, PhUadelphia boasted its highest volume of goods shipped to date 

and became the second busiest port in the nation, largely due to World War 

V 

Philadelphia's economy, though, did not treat aU of its citizens equaUy. 
African Americans suffered greatly from job discrimination. According to 

Bruce Laurie, Africans, slave and free, had dominated the city's unskUled 

work, including the docks, up until the 1830s. In that decade massive waves 

of Irish immigrants arrived in America, many settUng in PhUadelphia, as did 

a great many native-born whites moving from the rural hinterlands. Major 
race riots, characterized mainly by white mob attacks on blacks, occurred in 

the City of Brotherly Love in 1834, 1842, and 1849. The 1842 riot centered 

along the docks of PhUadelphia's second river, the SchuylkUl, where unem 

ployed Irishmen joined with Irish gangs Uke the SchuylkUl Rangers to attack 

black dockworkers. By 1849 longshoring, which had been a stronghold for 

blacks, had become a mostly Irish domain.8 

7U.S. Census Office, Abstract of the Twelfth Census of the United States: 1900 (Washington, 

1902), 100-01; U.S. Engineer Department, Board of Engineers for Rivers and Harbors, The 

Port of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: Including Camden, NJ., Chester, Pa., Wilmington, Del, Port Series 

No. 4 (Washington, 1922), 45-47, 340-41; Philadelphia Department of Wharves, Docks and 

Ferries, The Port of Philadelphia: Its History, Advantages, and Facilities (Philadelphia, 1926), 31; 

Philip Scranton, Figured Tapestry: Production, Markets, and Power in Philadelphia Textiles, 1885-1941 

(New York, 1989), 1-8; Walter Licht, Industrializing America: The Nineteenth Century (Baltimore, 

1995), 30-35. 

8Bruce Laurie, Working People of Philadelphia, 1800-1850 (Philadelphia, 1980), 62-66, 124 

25, 151-58; Noel Ignatiev, How the Irish Became White (New York, 1996); Theodore Hershberg, 
"Free Blacks in Antebellum Philadelphia: A Study of Ex-Slaves, Freeborn, and 

Socioeconomic Decline" in Philadelphia: Work, Space, Family, and Group Experience in the 

Nineteenth Century: Essays Toward an 
Interdisciplinary History, ed. Theodore Hershberg (New 

York, 1981), 375-76; David R. Roediger, The Wages of Whiteness: Race and the Making of the 

American Working Class (London,1991), 5-15, 133-37. 

Of course, Irish Catholics also suffered at the hands of riotous crowds in antebellum 

Philadelphia: Michael Feldberg, The Philadelphia Riots of 1844: A Study of Ethnic Conflict 

(Westport, CT, 1975); David Montgomery, "The Shuttle and the Cross: Weavers and Artisans 

in the Kensington Riots of 1844," Journal of Social History 5 (Summer 1972): 411-46. For more 

detail on the Irish in Philadelphia, see the works of Dennis Clark, including The Irish Relations: 

Trials of an Immigrant Tradition (East Brunswick, NJ, 1982), 145, 220-21. 
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By the beginning of the twentieth century, though, African Americans 

once again predominated on the docks, along with Eastern European immi 

grants. African-American longshoremen numbers grew as the Great 

Migration began among southern blacks and as migration from the 

Caribbean also accelerated. Black men found their way to the waterfront for 

a very simple reason. As Du Bois, Charles Hardy, Theodore Hershberg, and 

other scholars have documented, African Americans' options for work in 

PhUadelphia were severely Umited due to racism. Thus, most black men 

worked in the service industry or as unskiUed laborers. Longshoring fit weU 

into the latter category as low-paying, dangerous, casual, and unskiUed work. 

Further, when blacks found jobs, Du Bois noted that they were segregated 
in the workplace. Even in this notorious Open Shop town (one garment 

union organizer referred to PhUadelphia as "the graveyard of unionism"), 

PhUadelphia unionists treated black workers no differently than employers. 
Fewer than 200 blacks in the entire state of Pennsylvania belonged to labor 

unions in 1911. Of course, racism among PhUadelphia's unions was no dif 

ferent than the discrimination that African Americans experienced from 

almost aU unions nationwide, as Booker T. Washington pointed out in 1913.9 

MeanwhUe, the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries witnessed an 

incredible wave of "new" immigration from Southern and Eastern Europe, 
more than 100,000 of whom moved to PhUadelphia. WhUe this wave of 

immigrants mainly settled in the central and western parts of the Keystone 

State, where mUls and mines demanded tens of thousands of unskilled 

laborers, some remained in PhUadelphia. Where African Americans were 

excluded from the city's large and diverse manufacturing sector because of 

the color of their skin, East European peasants generaUy arrived in 

PhUadelphia without the needed industrial skills to secure jobs in textile, gar 

ment, metalworking, shipbuUding, and other workplaces. Therefore, thou 

sands of Poles and Lithuanians troUed for work along the Delaware River, 

where loading and unloading ships could be done by anyone with a strong 
back. The daughter of one such man, Florence Nesko, recaUed how hiring 

worked in Pennsport, an ethnic PoUsh enclave near the river. Networks of 

kin and neighbors passed jobs along to others in the PoUsh community; 
Nesko's four brothers foUowed their dad into longshoring.10 

9W E. Burghardt Du Bois, The Philadelphia Negro: A Social Study (Philadelphia, 1899), 98 

100, 109-10; Hardy, "Race and Opportunity," 70-71, 113-15; Ken Fones-Wolf, Trade-Union 

Gospel: Christianity andEaborin Industrial Philadelphia, 1865-1915 (Philadelphia, 1989), 168, 181; 

Booker T Washington, "The Negro and the Labor Unions," Atlantic Monthly, June 1913, pp. 

756-67; Herbert Hill, "The Racial Practices of Organized Labor?The Age of Gompers and 

After" in Employment, Race, and Poverty, ed. Arthur M. Ross and Herbert Hill (New York, 

1967), 366-67. 

10U.S. Immigration Commission [a.k.a. Dillingham Commission], Reports of the Immigration 

Commission, 1907-1910, Vol. 1: Abstracts of Reports of the Immigration Commission (repr. New 

York, 1970), 312-13; Golab, "The Immigrant and the City," 203-30; Golab, "The Polish 
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Through a combination of social and economic factors, then, African 

Americans and East European immigrants came to dominate Philadelphia's 
waterfront work. The U.S. Census Bureau reported in 1910 that of the 3,063 

longshoremen counted in the city, close to 45 percent were African 

American (1,369), a quarter (European) immigrants (814), almost a sixth 

children of immigrants (440), and the rest native-born white men (410). A 

decade later the trend toward increasing numbers of black dockers contin 

ued. Of the 4,036 longshoremen in Philadelphia, the Census tallied 2,388 

"Negroes," 814 "immigrants," 436 "native-born [whites] of foreign parent 

age," and 397 "native-born [whites] of native-born parents." Thus in 1920, 

while the numbers of immigrant and native-born whites remained constant, 

black longshoremen, in real numbers and percentages, increased.11 

The hiring situation on the waterfront thus differed from other parts of 

the city. Along the Delaware, African Americans, excluded from other lines 

of work, and East European immigrants, who did not have the skills for the 

city's highly specialized industries, found jobs. That blacks and immigrants 
had access to longshore work did not mean that they were treated well. The 

hiring process, known as the shape-up, 
was among the most 

oppressive and 

guaranteed employer power. Their own diversity might have been enough to 

subvert efforts to unionize, but the longshoremen were arrayed against a 

disorganized group of employers. In contrast to ports like New Orleans that 

specialized in a few commodities, Philadelphia shipped and received a great 

variety of products. Grain from the Midwest and coal and oil from points 
west in Pennsylvania joined textiles, locomotives, and other manufactured 

goods produced in Philadelphia. Vessels arriving from throughout the 

Atlantic world brought agricultural commodities, including unrefined sugar 
from Cuba and bananas from Central America along with cotton from the 

American South. While railroads had large holdings, the Pennsylvania, 
Baltimore & Ohio, and Philadelphia & Reading did not exert much influence 

beyond their piers, which were mainly in North Philadelphia around Port 

Richmond, and paid worse than other waterfront jobs. In 1913 several 

dozen shipping firms and stevedoring agents, many of them locally owned, 
contributed to the port's decentralization. Thus, when the workers overcame 

their own differences, they did not face one all-powerful employer.12 

Experience in Philadelphia: The Migrant Laborers Who Did Not Come" in The Ethnic 

Experience in Pennsylvania, ed. John Bodnar (Lewisburg, PA, 1973), 61-63; Golab, Immigrant 
Destinations (Philadelphia, 1977); John Bodnar, Workers' World: Kinship, Community, and Protest in 
an Industrial Society, 1900-1940 (Baltimore, 1982), 15-20. 

^Thirteenth Census of the United States Taken in the Year 1910, vol. 4: Population 1910: 

Occupations (Washington, 1914), 589; Fourteenth Census of the United States Taken in the Year 1920, 
vol. 4: Population 1920: Occupations (Washington, 1923), 1194. 

12U.S. Board of Engineers for Rivers and Harbors, The Port of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, 
340-41; Charles B. Barnes, The Ungshoremen (New York, 1915), 55-75; Cole, Wobblies on the 
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First Efforts at Organizing the Riverfront 

Only scattered documentation records the experience of PhUadelphia's 

increasingly diverse longshoremen and their generaUy unsuccessful efforts 

to organize prior to the arrival of the IWW. From 1885 to 1888, there were 

at least three locals of the Knights of Labor chartered to PhUadelphia long 
shoremen. The PhUadelphia Knights, however, declined along with the rest 

of the order in the late 1880s.13 

Ten years later, the Dockers' Union of England, then under the direction 

of the famous syndicaUst Tom Mann, sent Edward McHugh to organize 
America's longshoremen. In June 1898, when a strike broke out in 

PhUadelphia, McHugh's New York-based American Longshoremen's Union 

(ALU) voted to donate $3,000, their entire treasury, to the PhUadelphia strik 

ers. McHugh traveled there to help organize the men into a union as a part 
of his plan to estabUsh a series of ALU branches along the Atlantic coast. 

Financial turmoU in New York, though, led to the ALU's dissolution. Any 

organization that the PhUadelphians had been able to create during the con 

flict withered away, and the wage rates protested in 1898 remained 

unchanged until Local 8 appeared fifteen years later.14 

The only other major longshoremen's organization was the International 

Longshoremen's Association (ILA), affiliated with the American Federation 

of Labor (AFL). As historians SterUng Spero and Abram Harris wrote, "The 

importance of the Negro's place in their industry has made it impossible for 

the longshoremen to ignore him in their organizations. He probably plays a 

more important role in their movement than he does in any other labor 

union." Yet even within the ILA blacks experienced widespread discrimina 

tion. On the Gulf Coast, as Eric Arnesen demonstrated, the ILA only Uned 

up blacks where their numbers demanded it; where whites predominated, 
blacks were ignored or segregated. When the ILA organized on the East 

Coast, they did Une up black longshoremen if their numbers demanded it 

(as in Norfolk), but not if white longshoremen dominated (as in Baltimore). 

Further, the ILA, which admittedly was better than many AFL unions that 

entirely excluded black workers, chartered segregated locals?in Hampton 

Roads, Virginia, Baltimore, and New York City. The ILA made several 

attempts at organizing in PhUadelphia, all of which, according to the his to 

Waterfront, ch. 1-2; Eric Hobsbawm, Fabouring Men: Studies in the History of Fabour (New York, 

1964. On the diversity and disunity of Philadelphia's shipping interests, see, e.g., Simpson, 

Spence & Young, to Chas. M. Taylor's Sons, Inc., June 3, 1913, Fred W Taylor Papers, 

Pennsylvania Historical Society, Philadelphia. 
1 
Jonathan Garlock, Guide to the Focal Assemblies of the Knights of Eabor (Westport, CT, 

1982), 450-60. The Knights were founded in Philadelphia in 1869, and there were around 300 

assemblies there in the 1880s. 

14Barnes, The Fongshoremen, 110-13. 
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rian of the ILA, Maud Russell, were "short lived." The ILA would not firm 

ly establish itself in Philadelphia until 1927.15 

Not until the formation of the IWW did an American working-class 

organization thoroughly commit itself to racial equality. At its founding con 

vention, the "Continental Congress of the Working Class," as Big Bill 

Haywood labeled the gathering, the union declared its opposition to racism. 

Indeed, Article I, Section I of the IWW constitution stated that anyone, 

regardless of color or creed, could join. There are several facets to the 

IWW's clear ideological stand. The founders were steeped in the socialist 

belief that all workers must unite in common opposition to their "true" 

enemy, the employing class. Only through the solidarity of all workers, the 

Wobblies contended, could the present socio-economic order be over 

turned. Crucially, those present in Chicago in 1905 had forged their views in 

the fires of organizing. They had experienced firsthand the myriad ways that 

employers divided workers, especially along racial and ethnic lines. Thus, one 

of the major criticisms of the AFL was that the AFL "does not represent 
the working class," as Haywood put it, because it excluded people due to 

their racial and ethnic heritage, namely African Americans and Asian immi 

grants but also in some cases new immigrants arriving in large numbers 

from southern and eastern Europe. Yet despite its inclusive ideology, even 

the IWW frequently overlooked African Americans. The first significant 

attempt took place in Louisiana in 1911, but the IWW-affiliated 

Brotherhood of Timber Workers experiment ended prematurely as a result 

of blacklistings, jailings, and violence. It was not until the 1913 strike in 

Philadelphia that the IWW truly put its racial ideology to the test, when 

thousands of African Americans and immigrants found a union that accept 
ed them as members and treated them as 

equals.16 

The Wobblies Take the Docks 

On May 14, 1913, Philadelphia's longshoremen walked out and "re 

15Spero and Harris, The Black Worker, 183; Lloyd G. Reynolds and Charles C. 

Killingsworth, Trade Union Publications: The Official Journals, Convention Proceedings, and 

Constitutions of International Unions and Federations, 1850-1941, 3 vols. (Baltimore, 1944), I: 94 

100; Arnesen, "It Aint Like They Do in New Orleans"; Lewis, In Their Own Interests, 49-59; 

Nelson, Divided We Stand, International Longshoremen's Association, Proceedings of the Twelfth 
Annual Convention, 1903, 7; The Eongshoreman, August 1913, p. 1-2; Maud Russell, Men Along the 

Shore (New York, 1966), 83, 90-91, 248. 

16Foner, "The IWW and the Black Worker," 45, 49-57; Spero and Harris, The Black Worker, 

329; Green, "Brotherhood of Timber Workers." David Brundage argues that Haywood's 
beliefs on "working class internationalism" stemmed from debates and battles fought within 

and against the Denver labor movement, in which Haywood's Western Federation of Miners 

played a major role; Brundage, The Makings of Western Eabor Radicalism: Denver's Organised 
Workers, 1878-1905 (Urbana, 1997), 1-6, 34-52, 154-63. In contrast, even the Socialist Party 
was far behind the IWW on race, rarely trying to organize African Americans and often seg 

regating them when it did. 
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entered the Labor Movement after an absence of 15 years," according to 

local leader, Ben Fletcher. Of the approximately 4,000 workers who went on 

strike, a little over half were African American. The remaining workers were 

mostly Polish and Lithuanian immigrants along with some Irish Americans. 

Representatives of the IWW and the ILA soon appeared, hoping to con 

vince the strikers to join their union. At a meeting shortly after the strike 

began, the men voted to affiliate with the IWW, despite "lots of good A.F. 

of L. booze...[and ILA officials] offering salaries to the officers of the 

branches."17 

Because no other record of this meeting exists, it is difficult to specify 

why the strikers chose the IWW when the longshoremen could have joined 
the ILA, which in this instance was willing to line up African Americans. 

The IWW's reputation as a gang of radical agitators would have played badly 
in conservative Philadelphia. While the IWW had no experience on the 

Philadelphia waterfront, it had organized maritime workers along all three 

coasts (Atlantic, Pacific, and Gulf). Further, the Wobblies had maintained a 

vocal presence in the city for six years and in the spring of 1913 had under 

taken one of its largest strikes, among silk workers, in nearby Paterson, New 

Jersey. Ultimately, though, the most reasonable explanation is also the most 

basic: there simply were too many black workers to ignore, and the IWW 

ideology of inclusivity resonated more strongly with this group than the 

AFL's, whose racially exclusive policies were well-known by African 

Americans. As the Local 8 member James Fair, a black longshoreman, later 

recalled, "To my knowing at that time the IWW was the only thing that was 

accepting Negro or black workers...I mean freely. They would accept them, 

and they did advocate just this thing, solidarity." And having Ben Fletcher, a 

local black longshoreman, brilliant orator, and Wobbly activist, was no doubt 

of use, although his name is only briefly mentioned in strike reports.18 
Of course, the other groups involved in the strike, Irish Americans and 

East European immigrants, also toiled on the margins of society. A union 

that addressed the concerns of a heterogeneous and unskilled workforce 

must have sounded quite appealing to them, as well. For the Lithuanian and 

Polish immigrants who had not yet fully absorbed the notion that they were 

"white," blacks on the waterfront did not represent a unique threat to their 

livelihoods. Blacks did not necessarily see these immigrants as "white" 

either, so African Americans could more easily unite with Eastern 

Europeans than native-born white Americans. As for the Irish Americans, 

17Ben Fletcher, "Philadelphia Waterfront's Unionism," The Messenger, June 1923, p. 740-41; 

Public Udger (Philadelphia), May 17, 19, 20, 1913; Solidarity, Oct. 4, 1913. 

18Grover H. Perry, "Transport Workers Join I.WW," International Socialist Review 13 (May 

1913): 812; transcript of interview with James Fair, Dec. 21, 1978, Deborah Shaffer Papers, 
State Historical Society of Wisconsin; Cole, Wobblies on the Waterfront, ch. 2. 
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perhaps they simply foUowed the able leadership of the Irish IWW organiz 
er John J. McKelvey and local Irish longshoreman George McKenna, who 

had participated in the last attempt to organize back in 1898. Some men 

apparently remembered the previous botched ILA efforts and did not want 

to 
repeat that faUure.19 

Besides matters of diversity, the newly founded union faced the combined 

opposition of the business community and local government, although 
Local 8 did benefit from the fragmented character of PhUadelphia's shipping 

industry. Employers brought in many strikebreakers, mostly blacks from 

nearby Chester, Pennsylvania, along with some from Baltimore and Norfolk. 

WhUe the employers' motives are clear (divide workers by race to conquer), 
and it is possible that tensions rose among the strikers, there is no evidence 

that the replacements' race played a role in the strike. Violent battles were 

fought among the strikers, strike sympathizers (including hundreds of 

women, most Ukely famUy members), and poUce assigned to protect the 

strikebreakers. Wobbly leader McKelvey was beaten unconscious by the 

poUce and jaUed without charges. Despite the employer-government coaU 

tion, between twenty and thirty ships were tied up at any one time during 
the strike.20 

The IWW sought to introduce democratic and inclusive poUcies to the 

strikers. CustomarUy, gangs of workmen in Philadelphia labored in segregat 
ed groups. This strategy helped employers to keep employees divided and 

wages down, as white gangs accepted the lower wages given to black gangs 
or else found themselves out of work. But during this strike, a committee of 

fifteen 
longshoremen, with at least one member of each nationaUty 

on 

strike, was elected to represent the workers. As an article in the IWW organ 

Solidarity stated, "The PoUsh, Jewish, negro and EngUsh speaking feUow 

workers were 
soUdly Uned up....These boys reaUze what the one 

big union 

can do." Although the IWW paper clearly had an interest in championing 
Local 8, that the paper celebrated?rather than ignored or downplayed?the 
union's diversity is noteworthy and testifies to the importance that the IWW 

placed upon the matter. In addition, PhUadelphia's longshoremen Ukely had 

learned the value of soUdarity from their own workplace experiences?their 

occupation's gang labor system making clear that aU workers belonged to 

one class and their 
employers 

to a 
separate class.21 

19Roediger, "Whiteness and Ethnicity in the History of 'White Ethnics' in the United 

States," Towards the Abolition of Whiteness, esp. 184-87; Thaddeus Radzialowski, "The 

Competition for Jobs and Racial Stereotypes: Poles and Blacks in Chicago," Polish American 

Studies 33 (Autumn 1976): 5-19; The Fongshoreman, Aug. 1913, 1-2. Arnesen writes of Polish 

longshoremen who struck with black workers in Baltimore; "It Aint Like They Do in New 

Orleans," 82-86. 

20North American (Philadelphia), May 17, 1913; Solidarity, May 24, 1913. 

21Du Bois, The Philadelphia Negro, 135; Solidarity, May 24, June 7, 1913. For an excellent dis 
cussion on the unity of longshoremen and sailors created by waterfront culture and the sea, 
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On May 28, 1913 a committee of three longshoremen?one Irish 

American, one Polish immigrant, and one African American?met with 

Fred Taylor, who ran Charles M. Taylor & Sons, one of the largest stevedor 

ing companies in Philadelphia, and who appeared to be negotiating on 

behalf of all the employers. The two sides agreed to end the strike, based on 

a wage of thirty cents an hour, time and a half for overtime, and double time 

for Sundays and holidays, where previously no overtime rates applied. This 

represented a crucial victory, as longshoremen regularly worked shifts last 

ing twenty-four 
or even 

thirty-six hours. Taylor & Sons also agreed 
not to 

discriminate against strikers and to 
recognize 

a workers' committee.22 

Despite this agreement, waterfront employers, who had met and formed 

a unified front during the strike, constantly assailed the IWW afterwards and 

repeatedly refused to deal with or recognize the union. Nevertheless, even 

Taylor acknowledged the growing influence of the IWW In a letter to P.A.S. 

Franklin, vice president of the International Mercantile Marine Company, 

Taylor wrote of "a great increase since that time [the strike] in the number 

of longshoremen wearing the I.WW buttons. Two or three incipient efforts 

were made through the I.WW influences to threaten strikes on our boats 

unless certain men working on them without an I.WW button were knocked 

off," proving that the men quickly adapted Wobbly direct action tactics in 

addition to the organization's egalitarian precepts.23 

Interracial Unionism, Wobbly-Style 

Despite employer hostility, or perhaps due to it, the longshoremen, now 

solidly organized in the IWW, started asserting their authority. As syndical 

ists, the IWW (Local 8 included) committed itself to industrial unionism? 

the belief that all workers in a particular industry must be in the same 

union?rather than the craft unionism that the ILA and AFL practiced. 

Thus, in addition to the longshoremen of Branch 1, the IWW lined up 

sailors, firemen, and tugboatmen into other branches of Local 8. The 

Philadelphia Wobblies increased their power despite "many unsuccessful 

attempts to use scabs, police, gunmen, bribery, [and] race prejudice," accord 

see Bruce Nelson, Workers on the Waterfront: Seamen, Ungshoremen, and Unionism in the 1930s 

(Urbana, 1988), esp. ch. 1; Marcus Rediker, Between the Devil and the Deep Blue Sea: Merchant 

Seamen, Pirates, and the Anglo-American Maritime World, 1700-1750 (New York, 1987), esp. ch. 2. 

22"River Front Strike at Philadelphia," Fred Taylor to Furness, Withy & Co., Ltd., London, 

June 3, 1913, Taylor Papers, Pennsylvania Historical Society; Public Udger, May 17, 1913; 

Philadelphia Inquirer, May 30, 1913; Solidarity, May 24, 1913. The only demand the employers 
did not agree to was a raise to thirty-five cents an hour (New York City longshoremen were 

receiving thirty cents an hour at the time). "River Front Strike at Philadelphia," Simpson, 

Spence & Young, Steamship Managers to Chas. M. Taylor's Sons, Inc., June 3, 1913, Taylor 

Papers. 
23"River Front Strike At Philadelphia," Fred Taylor to Franklin, June 26, 1913, Taylor 

Papers. 
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ing to Ben Fletcher. One Local 8 rival, ILA Atlantic District Secretary 
Treasurer WilUam Dempsey, "found the men so enthused with the spirit of 

the I.WW.ism" on an organizing trip to PhUadelphia that he did not beUeve 

the ILA could wrest the longshoremen away from the IWW24 

Displaying their pride in Local 8, on May 16, 1914, and in subsequent 

years around the same day, the longshoremen celebrated the anniversary of 

their union by shutting down the port for a day. Although bosses threatened 

to fire anyone who did not show up for work that Saturday morning, 2,500 

people paraded, led by three bands. The IWW paper reported, "Workers 

representing most European countries, many who could not speak the 

EngUsh language, together with natives, both colored and white, marched as 

they worked." That afternoon, employers begged the union for workers to 

put in a 
half-day 

to no avail. Rather, the men 
picnicked. "There was no race 

question here, true to the tradition of the I.WW" asserted the anonymous 

correspondent, quite possibly Fletcher, who frequently contributed to 

Solidarity. Black and white speakers addressed the WobbUes in EngUsh and 

PoUsh. Perhaps nothing better demonstrates the power of Local 8 than this 

annual day of celebration, which ship owners and stevedores had to accept 
because the IWW controUed the waterfront's workforce.25 

The IWW continued to extend its power over the next several years. The 

union organized several meetings each week at its rented space at 121 

Catherine Street. The union's second floor haU (the first floor housed a 

garage) was located just a few blocks from the Delaware River in the heart 

of working-class South Philadelphia, inhabited by Irish Americans, African 

Americans, ItaUans, East European Jews, and others. In addition to 
weekly 

business meetings, the union held educational meetings on Sunday nights 
for EngUsh speaking members and on Wednesday nights for PoUsh and 

Lithuanian workers; attendance regularly exceeded one hundred. To organ 

ize the seamen, overwhelmingly Spanish, who worked in the engine rooms 

below decks, the IWW recruited a Spanish sailor, Manuel Rey. Interestingly, 

many of these saUors were anarchists and belonged to that highly mobUe 

and heavUy poUticized international world of radicals prevalent in this era.26 

As a result of these efforts, Local 8 achieved a series of bread-and-butter 

gains for its members. In four years the WobbUes doubled the wages a long 

^Solidarity, Feb. 28, 1914; The Fongshoreman, July 1914; Cole, Wobblies on the Waterfront, ch. 3. 

^Solidarity, May 30, 1914; "To the President of the United States" from the Philadelphia 
MTW, The Messenger, March 1922, 377. The only time Local 8 did not celebrate its anniversary 
was in 1918, when the nation was at war with the Central Powers, and the organization voted 

to postpone the holiday "so as not to hamper the war work." 

26Solidarity, Nov. 28, 1914, Feb. 13, 1915, April 15, May 6, 1916. On Spanish sailors, see 

Solidarity, May 6, 27, 1916, Sept. 23, 1916; Paul Avrich, Anarchist Voices: An Oral History of 
Anarchism in America (Princeton, 1995), 393, 396-97; Donna Gabaccia, "Worker 

Internationalism and Italian Labor Migration, 1870-1914," International Eabor and Working 
Class History 45 (Spring 1994): 63-79. 
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shoremen received for a day's work and trebled Sunday and holiday wages. 

Arguably as important, Local 8 ended the shape-up, the brutal hiring system, 
seen by many longshoremen as a "slave market"; instead, employers called 

up the union hall to hire workers, and most piers, including all those where 

deep-sea ships docked, employed only Local 8 members who had paid their 

monthly dues. Moreover, the union ended segregation on the job, as the 

IWW refused to tolerate race-based gangs. These many gains, according to 

the Irish-American Local 8 leader John J. Walsh, confirmed that "there was 

a good illustration of class solidarity displayed. Whites and blacks stuck 

together." Walsh was one of a number of Irish-American Wobblies commit 

ted to racial equality.27 
These gains did not come easily, as employers repeatedly challenged Local 

8's power, all the while grudgingly hiring Wobblies for most work on the 

Delaware, particularly the docks that served ocean-going vessels. The 

employers' antipathy for the IWW never dissipated, so companies took 

advantage of any opportunity to squash the union. Anti-unionism was hard 

ly unique to the city's docks. Progressive Era Philadelphia was a well-known 

Open Shop (i.e. non-union) town, due to the close alliance forged between 

the city's businesses and Republican political machine. In honor of its anti 

labor heritage, one organizer for the Amalgamated Clothing Workers of 

America labeled Philadelphia, "the black pit of unionism," and an organiz 
er for the International Association of Machinists called it "the 'Scab City' 
of the country." During World War I, though mainstream unions witnessed 

gains, Local 8 (and the IWW generally) was targeted for destruction by the 

federal government, with plentiful support from employers and the rival 

International Longshoremen's Association (part of the AFL). Following the 

war, this business-government-ILA 
alliance remained intact, thanks to the 

United States Shipping Board, which ably assisted employers during Local 

8's 1920 strike and the employers' 1922 lockout.28 

Moreover, Local 8 only had limited success among the longshoremen who 

worked ships that plied the Atlantic coast. Before the war, the most anti 

union firms were in the coastwise trade. For instance, a strike in 
January 

1915 to extend Wobbly power from deep-sea piers to coastwise ones failed 

miserably and ushered in months of rollbacks to the entire union, com 

pounded by a maritime recession set off by the onset of WWI. Local 8 

regained its strength later in 1915, thanks to a resurgent national IWW and 

rapidly expanding maritime economy, now fueled by rising American 

21 
Solidarity, June 17, 1916 and Feb. 3, 1917. 

28Elden Lamar, The Clothing Workers of Philadelphia: History of Their Struggles for Union and 

Security, ed. J.B.S. Hardman (Philadelphia, 1940), 25; Harris, Bloodless Victories, 140-53. For 

much more on the forces arrayed against Local 8, see Cole, Wobblies on the Waterfront, esp. ch. 

4, 6, and 8. 
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exports 
to Britain and France.29 

Of course, maintaining interracial soUdarity also proved chaUenging. The 

United States was openly racist and nativist, and PhUadelphia's longshore 
men could not help but be influenced by this reaUty. In the years foUowing 
Local 8's founding, President Woodrow WUson's administration extended 

segregation to federal hiring, the blatantly racist film The Birth of a Nation 

was released and became the most popular movie of the sUent era, and the 

Ku Klux Klan rose again, this time as a national rather than a regional organ 
ization and with a large membership in eastern Pennsylvania. Belonging to 

Local 8 was, by definition, a rejection of American norms of racism and 

xenophobia.30 

Local 8 also stood in stark contrast to almost aU of the American labor 

movement. Many unions simply refused to organize black workers, whUe 

those that did generaUy estabUshed separate black branches, known as Jim 
Crow locals. In the words of historian Eric Arnesen, "organized labor's role 

in reflecting, maintaining, or estabUshing white supremacy and ensuring 
black economic insubordination has been estabUshed beyond question." 
The IWW countered this tendency mostly, but not entirely. For their part, 
African Americans remained suspicious of white workers and were as Ukely 
to cast their lots with white employers than white feUow workers. In 1913 

Booker T Washington even counseled black workers to break strikes to gain 
entree into jobs that white workers attempted to keep "Uly white." Given 

white working-class racism, Washington's advice is understandable.31 

Beyond its rhetorical commitment to inclusion, the IWW and Local 8 

took special pains to address the needs of and difficulties faced by African 

Americans. The national organization printed pamphlets and articles Uke the 

one addressed "To Colored Working Men and Women." In contrast to other 

radical labor organizations in America of the time, the IWW did not simply 
state that a workers' revolution would solve racial difficulties. Local 8 took 

practical measures, including integrating work gangs, never 
tolerating 

race 

based wage scales, promoting black leadership, and mandating equal black 

representation in leadership positions. As noted above, rather than play 
down its diverse membership, IWW papers emphasized it. At the parade cel 

ebrating Local 8's fourth anniversary, the IWW newspaper Solidarity pro 

claimed, "You could see in the Unes of men walking five abreast, American, 

PoUsh, Lithuanian, Belgian and colored...voicing exactly the spirit of the 

I.WW"32 

29Public Eedger, Jan. 28, 1915; Solidarity, Feb. 13, 20, 1915; The Eongshoreman, Dec. 1915. 

30Jackson, Ku Klux in the City, 170-73, 240-43; Leon Litwack, Trouble in Mind: Black 

Southerners in the Age of Jim Crow (New York, 1998). 

31Arnesen, "Following the Color Line of Labor," 53; Washington, "The Negro and the 

Labor Unions," 756-67. 

^Solidarity, March 10, 1917 and June 2, 1917. The pamphlet "To Colored Working Men 
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Integrated work gangs set Local 8 apart from almost aU other job sites in 

PhUadelphia and the nation, including dock work. Du Bois noted that turn 

of-the-century PhUadelphia workplaces were highly segregated; this pattern, 
of course, typified Progressive Era America. U.S. ports almost exclusively 

employed gangs segregated by race and often ethnicity, too, whether they 
were Southern or non-Southern, union or non-union. The ports with ILA 

locals that included blacks in the union (generaUy in segregated locals) main 

tained segregated gangs. Only New Orleans' celebrated biracial longshore 
unions managed to integrate gangs, though their motivation was mostly 

pragmatic and, cruciaUy, the biracial Dock & Cotton CouncU predated the 

presence of the ILA in the Crescent City. As with the workers, so too 

PhUadelphia employers understood that a raciaUy divided workforce hin 

dered union strength. After Local 8 lost power in late 1922, bosses reinsti 

tuted?and ILA leaders never seemed to 
resist?segregated gangs. Of 

course, segregation also fomented competition amongst gangs; the black 

docker Abe Moses and Irish American John Quinn both recaUed as much in 

later interviews, noting how PoUsh, Irish, and black gangs were encouraged 
to compete with each other to load ships as fast as possible. Such employer 
efforts decreased the chance of interracial unionism returning to the docks 

and increased profits by cutting down on labor costs (paid by the hour).33 

CruciaUy for the union's strength and soUdarity, Local 8 developed a pow 
erful cadre of leaders, especiaUy African Americans. With the important 

exception of Lithuanian immigrant PoUy Baker, aU of the white leaders were 

national organizers who had transferred to PhUadelphia (the Irish-American 

Jack Walsh, Swiss immigrant Walter Nef, and son of Swedish immigrants 
E.F. Doree). Black leaders, by contrast, were all "homegrown." 

Undoubtedly, the most famous African American in the entire IWW was 

Ben Fletcher. A PhUadelphia native, Fletcher attended numerous national 

conventions, and IWW newspapers championed him in their pages. Fletcher 

was the only African-American Wobbly arrested in the 1917 raids undertak 

en by the Department of Justice. In addition to Fletcher, Alonzo Richards, 

Charles Carter, Joseph Whitzen (possibly a West Indian), Dan Jones, Amos 

Gardner, Ernest Varlack (from St. Thomas), and Abe Moses aU were impor 
tant African Americans in the union. Black leadership proved vital to keep 

ing the several thousand black dockers in the fold.34 

and Women" was also distributed separately. 
33Du Bois, The Philadelphia Negro, 133-135; Arnesen, '"It Aint Like They Do in New 

Orleans,'" 67-68, 71, 80; Abraham Moses, n.d., and John Quinn, May 22, 1980, Delaware 

River Oral History Project, Independence Seaport Museum, Philadelphia; Thomas Dabney, 
Business Agent for ILA Local 1116 (Philadelphia), Jan. 20, 1928; "Labor Union Survey 

Questionnaire, Pennsylvania 1925-28," Box 89, Series 6, National Urban League Papers, 

Manuscript Division, Library of Congress. 

34Cole, Ben Fletcher, William Seraile, "Ben Fletcher, I.WW Organizer," Pennsylvania History 
46 (July 1979): 213-32; Irwin M. Marcus, "Benjamin Fletcher: Black Labor Leader," Negro 
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America's War Against the Wobblies 

Perhaps the most difficult challenges the Philadelphia longshoremen 
would face were those brought on by World War I. Their greatest enemies 

were not the Germans, however, but the United States government, the 

United States Shipping Board, and ILA. Despite IWW opposition to the 

war, Local 8 served the American war effort loyally.35 Ben Fletcher and Jack 
Walsh urged their fellow longshoremen to help the war effort at a mass 

meeting early in 1917, at the request of Major Freely of the local Schuylkill 
Arsenal. No doubt, Fletcher proved especially important as he was very 

highly respected among the 60 percent of longshoremen who were African 

Americans.36 

Local 8, though, was treated far worse than it had treated the nation's 

cause. On September 5, 1917, the U.S. Department of Justice raided IWW 

halls throughout the nation and issued warrants for the entire leadership, 
well over 100 Wobblies. Two offices in Philadelphia, Local 8's hall and the 

headquarters of the IWW's Marine Transport Workers #100 (Atlantic 

ports), were raided and all sorts of materials confiscated. Despite its support 
for the war effort, because Local 8 belonged to the IWW it had been target 
ed by the federal government. Interestingly, the nationwide raids were coor 

dinated by the Department of Justice in Washington, DC, without consult 

ing officials in Philadelphia; the U.S. pardon attorney who investigated the 

cases of Local 8 leaders in 1922 wrote that he had "considerable difficul 

ty... [in] ascertaining just what" these longshoremen had done "that consti 

tute [d] the offense of which they were convicted." Even the federal agent 
who conducted the 1917 raids on Local 8 later admitted, "I personally do 

not know of any crime that he [Nef] has committed against the country." 

Obviously, the attack on Local 8, like attacks on IWW locals everywhere, 
reflected anti-leftist and anti-union sentiments prevalent in the government 
and business communities and foreshadowed the postwar Red Scare. In an 

History Bulletin 35 (Oct. 1972): 138-40. 

35Untitled memo, JAF-CZC 37-361-3773, Nef et al, and "Memorandum For Mr. Burns, 

Chief, Bureau of Investigation," File 37-479 (Ben Fletcher), Record 37 (Box 985), Pardon 

Case Files, 1853-1946, Office of the Pardon Attorney, RG 204, National Archives; The 

Messenger, March 1922, p. 377. There were no accidents or explosions on the piers where 

Local 8 members worked during the war, including the Philadelphia Navy Yard. Every Local 

8 member registered, and hundreds served in the Navy. Supposedly the Philadelphia dock 

workers purchased $100,000 in war bonds. Nationally, most IWWs registered, and in some 

areas registration ran well over 90 percent; William Preston, Jr., Aliens and Dissenters: Federal 

Suppression of Radicals, 1903-1933 (New York, 1963), 90. 

36Deposition of Emil John Lever, April 29, 1922, File 37-479 (Fletcher) and File 37-478 

(Walsh), RG 204, and Office of Naval Intelligence, "Investigation of the Marine Transport 
Workers and the Alleged Threatened Combination between Them and the Bolsheviki and 

Sinn Feiners," Dec. 23,1918, p. 31, folder 20/580, Box 89 (20/544-20/580), Entry 1 (General 

Records, 1907-1942, Chief Clerk's Files), RG 174, National Archives (hereinafter ONI, 

"Investigation"). 
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illustration of the ethnic diversity of the Philadelphia IWW, the six 

Philadelphia Wobblies arrested included a Swiss immigrant, an Irish 

American, an African American, a native-born man of Swedish parentage, a 

Polish immigrant, and a Spanish national. After their arrests, an unnamed 

black man took over as secretary of Local 8 and Genaro Pazos, another 

Spaniard, took over as secretary of MTW #100. After a lengthy trial, all 100 

Wobblies were found guilty on all charges in under an hour; the 

Philadelphians received sentences of ten to twenty years and fines of 

$10,000 to $20,000.37 

Local 8 not only had to overcome the heavy blow of having its leaders 

arrested and records confiscated, but the union also had to fight the com 

bined opposition of the War Department, American Steamship Association, 
U.S. Shipping Board, and the ILA. One of the Shipping Board's directors 

was TV. O'Connor, who had been president of the ILA. O'Connor did all 

he could to displace the IWW from Philadelphia during and after the war. 

Most notably, the ILA entered into agreements with the Shipping Board to 

establish the National Adjustment Commission that set wage rates and 

hours for all Atlantic ports except Philadelphia. Simply put, the federal gov 
ernment would have nothing to do with the IWW and actively collaborated 

with the AFL to undermine the Wobblies; from its side, the IWW did not 

intend to sign contracts with federal agencies, just as it did not with private 

employers. After the war, the Shipping Board, with O'Connor as chairman, 
threw its considerable weight against Local 8, allied with private shipping 
firms in the pivotal 1922 lockout and in the mid 1920s proved instrumental 

in helping the ILA secure a contract with local bosses.38 

Despite all of these obstacles, Local 8 retained job control on the 

Philadelphia waterfront during and after the war. The federal government 
itself acknowledged this. In 1918, "in close cooperation" with the 

"Department of Justice, the Plant Protection Sections of the Military 

Intelligence Division and the Emergency Fleet Corporation," the Office of 

37Statement of Walter Nef, Jan. 23, 1922, File 37-461 (Nef), RG 204; The Messenger, May 

1922, p. 404; ONI, "Investigation," 28-29, 32; Deposition of Todd Daniel, May 5, 1922, and 

U.S. Pardon Attorney, "Memorandum for Mr. Burns, Chief, Bureau of Investigation," April 

8,1922, JAF/CZC, both in Ben Fletcher, 37-479, Box 985, Pardon Attorney Case Files, 1853 

1946, RG 204, National Archives; Dubofsky, We Shall Be All, 404-08; Cole, Wobblies on the 

Waterfront, ch. 4; Preston, Aliens and Dissenters, 88-90; Patrick Renshaw, "The IWW and the 

Red Scare 1917-24," Journal of Contemporary History 3 (Oct. 1968): 63-72. The two IWW lead 

ers arrested in Philadelphia who were not longshoremen were Joseph Graeber, a Pole, and 

Manuel Rey, a Spaniard; Like Rey, Pazos was an anarchist. 

38Fletcher, "The I.WW and Negro Wage Workers," n.d. Correspondence from Fletcher 

to Harris, Abram Lincoln Harris Papers, Manuscript Division, Moorland-Spingarn Research 

Center, Howard University; United States Shipping Board, Marine and Dock Eabor: Work, 

Wages, and Industrial Relations during the Period of War (Washington, 1919), 27-29, 40, 75, 87; 27 

29, 40, 75, 87; National Adjustment Commission, Chairman's Report [1918] (Washington, 

1919), 156-58; The Eongshoreman, Oct. 1917, p. 8; Melvyn Dubofsky, The State and Eabor in 
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Naval InteUigence prepared a secret report entitled "Investigation of the 

Marine Transport Workers and the AUeged Threatened Combination 

between Them and the Bolsheviki and Sinn Feiners." The report claimed 

that the IWW local included "practicaUy aU the stevedores employed in this 

port...[and] absolutely controls the labor along the water front."39 

Postwar Struggles: The 1920 Strike and Philadelphia Controversy 

Local 8 continued to wield such power because the IWW's anarcho 

syndicaUst ideology aUowed the longshoremen to maintain a united front 

against the combined forces of the employers, the federal government, and 

the ILA. The longshoremen remained committed to radical egaUtarianism, 
direct action tactics at the point of production, and industrial unionism. The 

apex of Local 8's post-war power was a six-week strike in the summer of 

1920 that tied up over 100 ships, as 8,700 waterfront workers from a variety 
of crafts in the marine transport industry, including more than 5,000 African 

Americans, walked off docks, wharves, and piers. The union struck for an 

eight-hour day and a wage increase to offset inflation. The union made spe 
cial efforts to maintain the hard-won interracial soUdarity among its mem 

bers. Employers used black strikebreakers, but white and black strikers 

remained unified. One strike buUetin drawn by organizer E.F. Doree showed 

a white and a black longshoreman holding the Unes of the docked ships 
forced to remain in the port during the strike. (See figure 2.) Yet despite 

Local 8's power, the employers remained firm, and the strike faUed. Shortly 

thereafter, Local 8 found itself enmeshed in interrelated struggles over how 

the IWW should respond to the rising tide of communism as weU as 

whether local or national leaders should exert primary control within the 

IWW40 

Over a year's time Local 8 was suspended twice by the national organiza 
tion in a compUcated power struggle that quickly came to be known as the 

PhUadelphia Controversy. In August 1920, when the local was falsely 
accused of loading ammunition for opponents of the Bolsheviks in the 

Russian CivU War, the IWW suspended Local 8. This suspension came when 

Communists in the United States were courting the IWW to join ranks. 

Ultimately, the IWW, remaining true to its anarchist principles, rejected 

Modern America (Chapel Hill, 1994), esp. 63-74; Cole, Wobblies on the Waterfront, ch. 4 and 8. 

39ONI, "Investigation," 31. 

40Fletcher to Harris, Aug. 8, 1929, Harris Papers; Fletcher, "The I.WW. and Negro Wage 
Workers," n.d. Harris Papers; "The Negro and the High Cost of Living," Messenger, Oct. 1919, 

p. 16; David Montgomery, "The 'New Unionism' and the Transformation of Workers' 

Consciousness in America, 1909-1922," in Workers Control in America: Studies in the History of 
Work, Technology and Eabor Struggles (New York, 1979), 91-112; and Montgomery, The Fall of 

the House of Eabor: The Workplace, the State, and American Eabor Activism, 1865-1925 (New York, 

1987), 396-97; Spero and Harris, The Black Worker, 334. 
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1. W. W. LONGSHOREMEN TIE UP SHIPPING IN PHILADELPHIA 

"HOLD FAST, BUDDIE, WE GOT 'EM" 

Figure 2: E.F. Doree, an organizer for Local 8, drew this image, highlighting the interracial 

nature of the union. From One Big Union Monthly, July 1920, p. 7. 

Communist overtures but not before losing many members and, perhaps, 

claim as the Left's champion (in years to come, the dominant force in the 

American Left would be the Communists, not the Wobblies). Soon after 

reinstatement in October, another suspension followed?this time for 

charging an initiation fee far higher than the IWW constitution permitted. 
Local 8 claimed that it needed a high fee to control the waterfront labor sup 

ply (inflated by both postwar recession and by letting in many new members 

during its 1920 strike) in a trade notorious for labor surpluses. The local 

insisted that the matter was about local control and that its initiation fee did 

not violate bedrock Wobbly ideals. Meanwhile, the national IWW, weakened 

by wartime and postwar repression (just as Local 8 had been) as well as by 
fierce battles with Communists, insisted that Local 8 reduce its fee and 

accept the central leaders' authority. Local 8 refused to back down for 

almost a year before it cut its initiation fee and was reinstated.41 

The need to maintain interracial solidarity was one reason Local 8 stopped 

battling the Chicago leadership, as the local faced challenges from black 

nationalists, who urged black longshoremen to form their own segregated 
union. At one Local 8 meeting, 

a committee reported 
on efforts of Marcus 

Garvey's Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA) to form a sep 
41 

Cole, "Quakertown Blues." 

This content downloaded  on Wed, 27 Feb 2013 10:06:20 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


Cole I Interracial Unionism Wobbly-Style 333 

arate black union, since blacks generaUy were excluded from organized 
labor. Voices from the floor decried the idea of dividing the workers into 

separate unions, claiming that it must be a trick of the employers to divide 

their workforce. Although Philadelphia possessed the second largest chap 
ter of UNIA, with close to 10,000 members at its peak, Garveyites faUed 

among PhUadelphia's black longshoremen due to the special efforts of the 

union's membership to preserve their interracial and multiethnic unity. As 

black member James Fair claimed, "We worked decks together, we worked 

on the wharfs together, we worked in the hold together." In fact, black and 

white longshoremen united inside of the union had created a friendly 

enough environment that 
previously aU-white residential areas on the water 

front apparently had become integrated.42 

During the period when the national IWW had suspended Local 8, the 

ILA "redoubled their efforts to capture the port"43 and encouraged the 

black members of Local 8 to form a separate local, much Uke the ILA had 

done in Baltimore and New York City.44 In contrast, aU of Local 8's gather 

ings, including social ones, remained completely integrated. In response to 

ILA and Garveyite efforts, the union arranged a series of educational meet 

ings every Friday evening to ensure the continued soUdarity of the long 
shoremen. The first lecture, entitled "The Relation of Organized Labor to 

Race Riots," condemned the recent Tulsa race riot and placed the blame for 

the riot on the resurgent Ku Klux Klan. Speakers emphasized that the Klan 

performed the dirty work of the bosses by pitting workers against each 

other.45 

The 1922 Lockout: Driving in the Racial Wedge 

Despite Local 8's efforts to stay united, its days 
were numbered. In 

October 1922 the more than 4,000 members of Local 8 again tried to short 

en the workday. In typical Wobbly fashion they simply announced their 

intent to impose an eight-hour day by reporting to work an hour later than 

usual?without consulting their bosses. A regretful Ben Fletcher later 

claimed that the situation had been forced upon the rank and file by a 

42Transcript of interview with James Fair, Dec. 21, 1978, Shaffer Papers; The Messenger, 

July 1921, p. 214-15, Aug. 1921, p. 234, and Oct. 1921, p. 262-63; Robert A. Hill, ed., The 

Marcus Garvey and Universal Negro Improvement Association Papers,, vol. 2: 27 August 1919?31 

August 1920, (Berkeley, 1983), 397. 

43Fletcher, "The I.WW. and Negro Wage Workers," n.d. Harris Papers; Philadelphia 
Branch, M.T.W, "The Philadelphia Controversy," (1920) IWW Collection, Box 170, Reuther 

Library, Wayne State University. 
44For Baltimore, see Spero and Harris, The Black Worker, 192-93; Arnesen, "It Aint Like 

They Do in New Orleans," 82-86. For NYC, see Calvin Winslow, "On the Waterfront: Black, 
Italian and Irish Longshoremen in the New York Harbour Strike of 1919" in Protest and 

Survival: Essays for EP. Thompson, ed. John Rule and Robert Malcolmson (London, 1993), 370. 

45The Messenger, Aug. 1921, p. 234. 

This content downloaded  on Wed, 27 Feb 2013 10:06:20 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


334 Journal of the Gilded Age and Progressive Era / July 2007 

"Communist element" with orders from Moscow, who "were successful in 

stampeding the Philadelphia] Longshoremen into another strike." More 

certain is that 1922 was not 1913. American employers were consolidating 
their power after defeating the unprecedented postwar strike wave. The city's 

waterfront employers, feeling confident in an era that David Montgomery 
identified as the "fall of the house of labor," locked out the longshoremen. 

The moment also was not fortuitous, since Local 8 recently had initiated a 

large number of new members (including at least some Southern blacks 

with no prior union experience), and the ILA had signed up more than 1,000 

longshoremen who would scab in the event of an IWW strike. The United 

States Shipping Board significantly aided the other employers by bringing 
strikebreakers from the South aboard one of its vessels and paying the steve 

doring companies of Philadelphia on a cost plus 10 percent profit basis for 

the duration of the strike, thereby giving employers an incentive and the 

resources to stand firm until breaking the union. Throughout the strike rep 
resentatives from the Shipping Board participated in the daily planning 

meeting of the city's shipping interests. Moreover, Shipping Board and 

Department of Justice secret agents infiltrated the strikers' ranks and noti 

fied employers of the growing racial tensions in the union.46 

The lockout succeeded for numerous reasons but perhaps primarily 
because Local 8's celebrated interracial solidarity broke down. Race relations 

across the nation were 
deteriorating, 

as evidenced by the Red Summer of 

1919, resurgence of the Klan, and growing popularity of Marcus Garvey's 
black nationalist movement. In Philadelphia, employers, after initiating the 

lockout, actively worked to split the longshoremen along racial lines by hir 

ing black replacements, a practice long used successfully by American 

employers. The lockout fomented racial divisions, frequently highlighted by 

government spies in their daily reports to the U.S. Shipping Board and 

Philadelphia's shippers. These briefings noted that despite the ongoing com 

mitment of some African Americans, especially Alonzo Richards, many 

blacks had returned to work. Meanwhile, the union's white minority, led by 
the Lithuanian Polly Baker, proved more dedicated to staying out. Finally, 
the actions of the rival ILA (simultaneously supplying replacements and 

courting black Wobblies), further hurt Local 8. Clearly, postwar leaders like 

Baker and Richards proved unable to hold the members together, which 

sped the union's demise. Racial animosity had returned to the Philadelphia 
waterfront after a 

nine-year hiatus.47 

46Fletcher, "The I.W.W. and Negro Wage Workers," Harris Papers; Cole, Wobblies on the 

Waterfront, ch. 8. On USSB stevedoring contracts, see "Emergency Longshoremen 

Conditions?Philadelphia," M.F. Mack, District Manager to J.E. Sheedy, Vice President, 

USSB, Oct. 24, 1922, "Stevedoring Files (T.V. O'Connor's Office) PhUadelphia," Box 14, 

Entry 13k, Records of the United States Shipping Board, RG 32, National Archives. 

47Fletcher, "The I.W.W. and Negro Wage Workers"; Dabney Questionnaire, National 
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After the lockout, the situation for PhUadelphia's longshoremen continued 

to worsen as black and white longshoremen ended up in separate unions. 

Most white longshoremen remained in Local 8. Most of the African 

Americans, though, did not join the ILA. Instead, more than 1,000 black 

workers formed the independent PhUadelphia Longshoremen's Union 

(PLU), under the leadership of former Local 8 secretary WiUiam "Dan" 

Jones. Jones, an African American, wrote a fascinating article about the PLU 

for A. PhUip Randolph and Chandler Owen's sociaUst magazine, The 

Messenger. In his essay Jones continued to extol the virtues of Wobbly union 

ism, without mentioning the IWW by name. He claimed the PLU support 
ed industrial unionism and, especiaUy, interracial organizing. One year after 

the disastrous lockout, Jones warned workers against a break in soUdarity, "It 

is an undeniable fact that the employers wiU use one race or one group of 

workers to defeat the other group." Even more interestingly, Jones blamed 

"that distinguished slogan: Americanism" or "what is better known as 

American race prejudice" for keeping black and white workers divided. 

What Jones meant was that when white workers, especiaUy white immigrant 
workers (and their chUdren) were taught what it meant to be an American, 

they were simultaneously learning about whiteness and racism against black 

Americans. Yet despite Jones's ideology, he was at that time leading an aU 

black union, not entirely surprising considering recent trends.48 

Surging employer power and growing racial tensions were compounded 
further by problems between Local 8 and the IWW The PhUadelphia 

Controversy (mentioned above) left the longshoremen scarred. However, 
that battle was part of an even 

larger 
one 

waged within the entire IWW over 

how centraUzed an organization it should be. Though WobbUes had turned 

away attempts by Communists to co-opt the IWW, it had been weakened in 

that struggle and was even more weakened by the fierce, internal divisions 

that came to a head in 1923-24. Hence, as Local 8 attempted to hold togeth 
er in the face of employer attacks and a worsening racial cUmate, it had Ut 

tle support beyond the city's own docks.49 

The experiment begun by the IWW in 1913 to organize an interracial and 

multiethnic workforce essentiaUy ended in 1922, although Local 8 main 

tained itself for another five years before the ILA took over completely. 

Urban League Papers; Sullivan to Van Fleet, Oct. 30, 1922, "October 1922" Folder, Box 135, 
Case File 1494, RG 32, National Archives; Cole, Wobblies on the Waterfront, ch. 8; William M. 

Tuttle, Jr., Race Riot: Chicago and the Red Summer of 1919 (New York, 1970), 3-31. 

48William D. Jones, "The Mixed Union: Merits and Demerits," The Messenger, Sept. 1923, 

p. 812; Cole, Wobblies on the Waterfront, ch. 8. See Lewis, In Their Own Interests, 49-59, for 

Norfolk's example of a powerful all-black marine transport union, the Transportation 
Workers' Association. 

49Fred W Thompson and Patrick Murfin, The I.W.W.: Its First Seventy Years, 1905-1975 

(Chicago, 1976), 150-51. 
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Ultimately, the ability of Local 8's enemies to divide it along racial and eth 

nic lines proved to be the union's undoing. Despite their best efforts, the 

local's postwar leaders proved incapable of holding the members together, 
while the entire IWW ripped apart over issues of communism and central 

ization. Conflicts between white and black longshoremen and whites and 

blacks in Philadelphia's waterfront communities increased dramatically in 

the mid 1920s. A 1928 survey answered by Thomas Dabney for the 

Armstrong Association, Philadelphia's chapter of the National Urban 

League, briefly but poignantly documented that, six years after the 1922 

lockout, the racial climate remained poisoned. Where once work gangs had 

been integrated, now gangs were segregated, directly as a result of the lock 

out. In the late 1920s the ILA still was trying to ameliorate racial tensions it 

helped unleash early in the decade. Ultimately, it was the Lithuanian Polly 

Baker, the former Wobbly firebrand recruited by the ILA in 1927, who 

reunited Philadelphia's black and white longshoremen, a prerequisite for 

organizing the riverfront. In a deal that Dan Jones had prophesied in his 

1923 Messenger article, Baker brokered an arrangement whereby African 

Americans always would be president and secretary of the local, while 

European Americans would serve as vice 
president 

and assistant secretary. 

Combined with the guarantee of an eight-hour day, a demand fought for 

since 1920 and brokered by the Shipping Board, ILA local 1116 brought 

together Philadelphia's black and white longshoremen once again?though 
no longer in a union committed to racial equality.50 

Conclusion 

The story of Local 8's decade-long reign on the Philadelphia waterfront is 

remarkable for several reasons, but perhaps most importantly for the level 

of interracial solidarity displayed in a workforce with a black majority, a sig 
nificant number of "new" immigrants, and many Irish Americans. In short, 

Local 8 represented the cutting edge of interracial, multiethnic unionism in 

the Progressive Era. Since there are few examples of large-scale African 

American membership in a left-wing organization, especially prior to the 

1930s, it is often the existence of black Wobblies, especially Ben Fletcher, 

which captures the attention of those who study Local 8. Despite enormous 

challenges weathered by Local 8 during and after the war?including gov 
ernment 

repression, employer assaults, arrest of local leaders (Fletcher 
most 

notably), failed strikes, the emergence of communism, and battles with the 

50Fletcher, "The I.W.W. and Negro Wage Workers," n.d., Harris Papers; Dabney 

Questionnaire, National Urban League Papers; Cole, Wobblies on the Waterfront, ch. 8. Again, 
the federal government's Shipping Board, led by former ILA president O'Connor, played an 

integral role, forcing Philadelphia's waterfront employers to sign a contract with the ILA 

enshrining an eight-hour day. 
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national leadership?PhUadelphia's black longshoremen remained commit 

ted to the Wobbly-inspired ideal of interracial industrial unionism. It would 

have been far easier to affUiate with the ILA than remain in the IWW The 

ongoing loyalty of thousands of African Americans to a left-wing union in 

a national cUmate that was distinctly anti-IWW is nearly unprecedented, 

although there are a few other examples. Robin D. G. KeUey, for example, 
writes of black sharecroppers and industrial workers who joined the 

Alabama Communist Party in the 1930s. Bruce Nelson's study of West 

Coast longshoremen also demonstrates that African Americans could be 

loyal to a leftist union, even when red baited. This study foUows KeUey and 

Nelson in offering evidence of the ongoing significance of race in working 
class organizations, even left-wing ones. Black workers would join a left 

wing union or party when that group proved itself committed to racial 

equaUty. Similarly, when that commitment broke down, and when the union 

no longer could "deUver the goods," blacks abandoned their white counter 

parts. African American longshoremen in PhUadelphia were Local 8's 

strongest supporters until a vocal white minority within the local, led by a 

white leader, placed other priorities above interracial soUdarity. Even then 

blacks resisted joining the more conservative ILA, far more acceptable to 

employers, instead preferring to form an independent union. This further 

suggests that blacks were not motivated solely by pragmatic concerns but 

also ideological ones. Only when the ILA agreed to black demands for 

equaUty at the leadership level and achieved an eight-hour day did a union 

reappear on the Delaware River; nowhere else did the ILA make such pro 

gressive concessions, additional evidence of ongoing IWW influence. The 

subsequent descent of ILA Local 1116 into a corrupt, anti-democratic quag 
mire that followed in New York City's footsteps requires a separate treat 

ment.51 

Perhaps no one is better quaUfied to discuss the intersections of race and 

class on the PhUadelphia waterfront than Ben Fletcher. In his 1929 corre 

spondence with the historian Abram Harris, co-author of the classic study 
The Black Worker, Fletcher noted that: 

I have been identified with the Labor Movement?twenty 

years_Nineteen of those years have been spent in the ranks of the 

I.WW and this long ago I have come to know that the Industrial 

Unionism as 
proposed and practiced by the I.WW. is.. .the econom 

ic vehicle that will enable the Negro Workers to burst every bond 

5kelson, Workers on the Waterfront, 259-60; Nelson, Divided We Stand, pt. 1; Robin D. G. 

Kelley, Hammer and Hoe: Alabama Communists during the Great Depression (Chapel Hill, 1990), 92 

93, 116, 136-37. 

This content downloaded  on Wed, 27 Feb 2013 10:06:20 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


338 Journal of the Gilded Age and Progressive Era / July 2007 

of Racial Prejudice, Industrial and political inequalities and social 

ostracism.52 

Local 8 is an example of what could be accomplished when workers over 

came racial and ethnic differences. It also offers an excellent case study of 

the powerful forces that could defeat such efforts. 

52Ben Fletcher to Abram Harris, July 22, 1929, Harris Papers. 
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