Making sense of labr strife ]

BY DAVID J. JEPSEN

November 1911, rage
rolled through Aberdeen
like logs washing down the
Wishkah.

Throughout the summer, the
city’s business elite— lumber-
men, city officials, police, town
merchants — struggled to
contain a growing threat from a
radical labor movement in their
midst. Hundreds of members of
the Socialist-leaning Industrial
Workers of the World TWW)
had descended upon Grays
Harbor to organize loggers and
mill workers.

Wobblies, as they were known,
staged boisterous rallies down-
town, drawing large crowds,
clogging streets and disrupting
business. In public speeches,
labor activists spoke passion-
ately about injustices against the
worker, while their “comrades”
waved red flags, handed out
anti-capitalist propaganda, and
recruited members.

To combat the disorder, the

. city council passed a resolution
prohibiting public speaking on
the city’s busiest streets, turn-
ing a labor dispute into a con-
stitutional one tabbed the “free
speech” fight. Determined to
defend their constitutional rights,
Wobblies staged rally after rally,
causing havoc wherever they set
up their soapbox, and pleading
for revolt to anyone who'd listen.

And many did. On the af-
ternoon of Nov. 21, a crowd of
3,000 gathered at a rally outside
city hall. Earlier that day Police
Chief Louis D. Templeman had
arrested the IWW leader William
A. Thorn for violating the speak-
ing ban. The crowd wanted him
released, decrying the violation
of Thorne’s free speech rights.
Inside, Aberdeen Mayor James
W. Parks, city councilmen and

Templeman debated what to do.
To start, they ordered the fire
department to unleash its hoses
on the protestors.

The following afternoon at
a meeting of the chamber of
commerce, Templeman depu-
tized dozens of citizens, mostly
merchants who wanted the
radicals run out of town. Armed
with guns and ax handles, they
drove to the Empire Theater
where the IWW was set to meet.
Deputies -vigilantes with a badge
— arrived ahead of the Wobblies,
cut electricity to the building, and
roped off the entrance. As Wob-
blies arrived they were roughed
up and arrested.

With more than 40 protesters
in custody, the city had solved
one problem while creating
another. Following a similar free
speech fight in Spokane in 1909,
Aberdeen leaders knew how
mass arrests could clog jails,
harry administrators, and jam
the courts. So instead of prose-
cuting the prisoners, they kicked
them out of town.

On that rainy November night,
the prisoners were ushered into
cars under heavy guard and
driven east to the city limits.
Some deputies wanted to tar
and feather the prisoners, while
others passed out loaves of
bread. But a past president of
the Chamber of Commerce, L.G.
Humbarger, made city intentions
clear: “You men go and never re-
turn. God bless you if you remain
away, but God help you if you
ever return.”

MAKING SENSE OF THE PAST
Aberdeen was not alone in the
battle between capital and labor.
Whether Grays Harbor loggers,
Seattle dock workers, or Idaho
miners the Pacific Northwest
offers a history of people contest-
ing the boundaries laid down by

the harsh realities of industrial-
ization. Nor were these bound-
aries limited to the workplace.
Native Americans confined to
reservations, African Americans
expelled from the territory under
exclusion laws, Chinese immi-
grants ejected from Tacoma and
Seattle, and Japanese Americans
interned during World War II —
all ran up against barriers that
denied them full access to the
region’s economy and society.

It’s hard to comprehend the
Aberdeen of a century ago. But
students of history — whether
freshmen at Grays Harbor Col-
lege or retirees binge-watching
the History Channel — we must
evaluate past events and people
in the context of their time.

In the first two decades of the
twentieth century, Aberdeen
was not the quiet, small town
we know today. It was rockin’
and rollin’. Lumber was king
and Aberdeen was the lumber
capital of the world. Dozens of
logging operations dotted the
hills throughout the county. Mills
large and small operated up and -
down the Chehalis and Wish-
kah rivers and along its many

. tributaries, collectively selling

hundreds of millions of board
feet a year. The Harbor bustled
with the activity of loading logs
for shipment to California and
Asia. The wooden sidewalks of
downtown literally shook under
the feet of thousands of young,
single men — mostly immigrants
from Europe — who frequented
the taverns and brothels that
lined both sides of River and East
Heron streets.

Given the frenetic pace of busi-
ness, we can appreciate why lum-
bermen feared labor activism,
which they had been dealing with
for more than a decade. Between
1904 and 1912, labor organiz-
ers engineered seven strikes
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across 50 mills in Aberdeen and
Hoquiam. Worker demands were
real. Logging camps were what
one historian called “crowded
and vermin-infested places.”
Unskilled, uneducated and un-
dervalued, men worked 12- to 14-
hour days for as little as 20 cents
an hour. Injuries and deaths in
the forests and mills were almost
a daily occurrence. Hired when
needed and dismissed when not,
workers were taken off the board
with no apologies.

But distinct from mainstream
unions, the IWW wanted more
than better wages and condi-
tions. Their aim: turn the capital-
ist system upside down, putting
labor — the source of produc-
tion — at the top of the pyramid.
Under the IWW “manifesto,”
all workers would belong to
“One Big Union” and control all
aspects of production.

This was scary stuff to own-
ers. Negotiating with a main-
stream union like the American
Federation of Labor was bad
enough, but giving into Social- -
ist radicals was unthinkable.
Owners believed unionization
was nothing less than an assault
on the control over the business
they had built with their hands.
They saw themselves as bene-
factors who helped house and
feed their employees. Strikes
increased labor costs and dented
profits, potentially pricing them

yago

lumber industry, in which case
everyone loses.

Many of the hapless Wobblies
vanquished from Aberdeen in
November 1911 would return
to renew their cause, but the
disturbance never reached pre-
vious levels. More to the point,
it pales in comparison to the
tragic events in Everett in 1916,
and Centralia in 1919 marked by
murder, lynching and lengthy

. prison sentences for labor activ-

ists.

Labor unrest would settle
down with America’s entry into
World War 1. Progressive causes
__ from women’s rights to prohi-
bition to labor activism — could
not compete against a war de-
signed to “make the world safe
for democracy.” Grays Harbor
won’t see a return of labor strife
until the 1930s during the Great
Depression.

With current lumber pro-
duction at a fraction of 1990
levels, labor issues are seldom
front page news. But the lesson
here isn’t so much about labor,
but how we can explore the
past to learn something about
ourselves. If you work in a mill
or on the docks, you should
appreciate that the pay and
benefits you enjoy today are the
result of workers from earlier
generations unwilling to accept
the status quo. Minimum wage
laws, overtime pay, workplace
safety and unemployment insur-
ance — required under state and
federal laws — are the by-prod-
ucts of people coming together
to contest the boundaries that
infringed on their economic and
social equality.

David J. Jepsen is a historian, writer
and educator who teaches history at
Tacoma Community College. He is
co-author of “Contested Boundaries,
a New Pacific Northwest History.”
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