THE HOMESTEAD STRIKE OF 1892
A Documentary Source Problem  

On July 1, 1892, Andrew Carnegie combined the vast holdings of his steel empire to form one gigantic company: Carnegie Steel. It provided over one-quarter of America's steel output each year, and was valued at over 25 million dollars, the richest steel company in the U.S.

Born in Scotland in 1835, Carnegie came to the U.S. penniless at age 13. Within 30 years, his annual income totalled almost 2 million dollars. He succeeded in a highly competitive environment by ruthlessly cutting his production costs in order to undersell his competitors.

Counter to the growth of monolithic capitalism was the young trade union movement, led by the American Federation of Labor. Organized labor was basically conservative. It excluded unskilled workers and sought limited improvements in wages, hours and working conditions. Despite its moderate approach, organized labor before the turn of the century often found itself pitted against management, often in violent clashes which confused and frightened the American public.

The largest trade union within the AFL was the Amalgamated Association of Iron and Steel Workers, which boasted 24,000 members in 1892. The largest number of Amalgamated members worked at the Carnegie mill at Homestead, Pennsylvania. In 1892 this factory was the scene of one of the most violent confrontations between labor and management in the history of the U.S. 

In 2-1/2 typewritten pages, write an interpretive account of the Homestead Strike. Use only the following documents. Interpret the major events, supporting your conclusions with relevant facts from the documents. Some issues to consider are:

1. Why did the strike occur? What were the major issues (and deeper conflicts) between Amalgamated and the Carnegie Company? Did either party see its interests as being necessarily in conflict with the other? What do you think accounts for Carnegie's pro-labor rhetoric and his behavior during the strike? 

2. What were the company's tactics in winning the strike? How was the issue of industrial violence used by the company to defeat the strikers? Did Frick's actions help to cause violence? How did property rights work in favor of the company?

3. To what extent do you think the Homestea Strike symbolized inevitable conflict between labor unions and business leaders arising from the incompatible goals of workers and owners? To what extent was the strike the result of 'bungling' by individuals in a situation that could have been resolved peacefully by wiser employment policies?

4. What do the results of the company's victory suggest about the relationship between labor and capital during this period?

5. How should we interpret the attitudes and actions of Carnegie and Frick?

 DOCUMENT #1

Leon Wolff, Lockout, 1965.

"A 'slip' meant disaster. When liquid stock hung at the top of a furnace it might suddenly fall, bursting the bottom and killing the crew. Often metal streaming into a converter struck the edge of a mold, throowing a shower in all directions and burning nearby workers. Ever 'hot-job' man experienced this one time or another...

"Pressure in the [cooler mills was] equally nerve-wracking, due to incessant vibration of the machinery and the maddening screech of cold saws ripping through steel. In time the men became hard of hearing...Chronic irritation of the mucous membranes, it was thought, induced catarrh and tuberculosis. There was no meal period.

"...A month at Homestead [soon after the strike] entailed 65 accidents, seven of which were fatal."

 

DOCUMENT #2

Arther Burgoyne, Homestead, 1893.

"The Amalgamated Association of Iron and Steel Workers is...the best...organized labor organization in the United States. One of the fundamental principles in the doctrine of the association is to avoid and discourage strikes;...the number of strikes officially ordered in the iron and steel industries has been small in comparison with the record of most other labor unions."

 

DOCUMENT #3

From the Constitution of the Amalgamated Association, 1890.

"Concentration of wealth and business tact conduces to the most perfect working of the vast business machinery of the world...But, alas, for the poor of humanity,...'wealth is power'...and it is power too often used to depress and degrade the daily laborer."

 

DOCUMENT #4

Andrew Carnegie, The Forum, April 1886.

"The right of the workingman to combine and to form trade unions is no less sacred as the right of the manufacturer to enter into association and conferences with his fellows...Trade unions upon the whole are beneficial to both labor and capital."

 

DOCUMENT #5

[On May 1, 1886, more than 40,000 workers in Chicago walked off their jobs to demonstrate for an eight-hour workday. Three days later, in Haymarket Square, a peaceful anarchists' protest was interrupted when an unknown assailant threw a bomb at a group of policemen who were trying to disperse the crowd. Seven policemen were killed. It was widely interpreted by a fearful public as another example of the terrorism and anarchism of labor unions.] 

[Eight men, some unionists and anarchists, were arested for the bombings. Four were hanged, three imprisoned, and one committed suicide. Although it was clear that none of the men had anything to do with the bombing, the court convicted them on the grounds that the language they had used in the past had incited the type of violence that led to the Haymarket affair.]

Andrew Carnegie, The Forum, August 1886.

"While public sentiment has rightly and unmistakably condemned violence,...to expect that one dependent upon his daily wage for the necessaries of life will stand by peaceably and see a new man employed in his stead is to expect much. This poor man may have a wife and children dependent upon his labor...The employer of labor will find it much more to his interest, wherever possible, to allow his works [mills] to remain idle and await the result of a dispute, than to employ the class of men that can be induced to take the place of other men who have stopped work."

 

DOCUMENT #6

James Bridge, The Inside History of the Carnegie Steel Company, 1903.

"Hardly a day passed that a [union] "committee" did not come forward with some demand or grievance...Every detail of working the great plant was subject to the interference of some busybody representing the Amalgamated Association."

 

DOCUMENT #7

H.C. Frick, Chairman of Carnegie Steel Co., to Carnegie, Oct. 31, 1892.

The mills have never been able to turn out the product they should, owing to being held back by the Amalgamated Men."

 

DOCUMENT #8

A.C. Buell, a government inspector, to an official in the Navy Dept., Jan. 1892, reporting on a conversation with a labor organizer for Amalgamated at Homestead.

"'[The union man said,] The mill owners are constantly improving their plant. They have invested much capital in labor-saving...and the [labor] Associations have decided that they will not accept the doctrine that because one man can [now] do the work that four or five used to do, he must at the same time accept a lower scale [wage] than used to be allowed in the days of handwork.'" 

 

DOCUMENT #9

Harold Livesay, Andrew Carnegie and the Rise of Big Business, 1975.

"Carnegie and his managers...tried to reduce labor costs by holding down wages and substituting machines...

"He grew more fanatical as years passed and competition stiffened...'Carnegie never wanted to know the profits,' Charles Schwab related; 'He always wanted to know the cost.'"

 

DOCUMENT # 10

A partner in Carnegie Steel Co., quoted in J.B. Hogg, The Homestead Strike of 1892, 1943.

"The Amalgamated [the union] placed a tax on improvements, therefore the Amalgamated had to go."

 

DOCUMENT #11

U.S. Immigration Commission, "Immigrants in Industries, Part 2; Iron and Steel Manufacturing", Vol. I, p. 241 (1911).

"Trouble arose between employer and employees, resulting in the departure of a number of old employees from the plant. Vacancies led to the employment of the more recent immigrants...the Magyars,...Slovaks, Poles, Lithuanians..."

 

DOCUMENT #12

Carnegie to the Homestead employees, April 4, 1892.

"As the vast majority of our employees are non-union, the Firm has decided that the minority must give place to the majority. These works...will be necessarily Non-Union after the expiration of the present agreement [on July 1]...Owing to the great changes and improvements [in the mill], the products of the works will be greatly increased...While the number of men required will, of course, be reduced..."

 

DOCUMENT #13

Joseph F. Wall, Andrew Carnegie, 1970.

"In late spring [1892] the workmen at Homestead were startled to see a stout stockade of planks, pierced with holes suitable for rifle barrels and topped with barbed wire, erected around the entire plant...

"Frick has also entered into negotiations with the Pinkerton Detective Agency, asking that he be furnished with 300 guards for his property...Frick had made use of this agency...in 1884 to protect Hungarians and Slavs whom he had brought in as strikebreakers, and in 1891, to protect Italian strikebreakers, brought in against the Hungarians and Slavs, who were themselves on strike."

 

DOCUMENT #14

Carnegie to Frick, May 4, 1892. The "we" refers to two of Carnegie's business associates.

"I really do not believe it will be much of a struggle. We all approve anything you do...We are with you to the end."

 

DOCUMENT #15

The Carnegie Company statement before the U.S. House of Representatives Committee on the Judiciary during the Homestead Investigation, 1892, regarding the wage cuts it had demanded for 325 skilled workers.

"We had put in new improvements in some departments which increased the output and reduced the work, and we thought we were entitled to some of the benefits...We were paying more money than our competitors in the same class of work..."

 

DOCUMENT # 16

House Judiciary Committee, Investigation of the Homestead Strike, July 1892.

"Mr. Frick, the president of the company, declined to state the total cost or the labor cost of the production of a ton of Bessemer steel...In its absence the committee cannot presume that sufficient reason existed for the [wage] reductions proposed..."

 

DOCUMENT #17

Statement of a union man before the Senate Committee on Labor Troubles, 1893.

"The people employed in Homestead thought [the contract offer of an 18% pay cut] was simply a proposition made by the firm that they knew we would not accept."

 

DOCUMENT #18

Bridge, The Inside Story of the Carnegie Steel Co.,1903.

Net Profits of the Carnegie Associations: Carnegie Brothers and Co., Carnegie, Phipps and Co., and the Carnegie Steel Co. (Carnegie Brothers and Co. and Carnegie, Phipps and Co. merged to form the Carnegie Steel Co. on July 1, 1892)

	1889
	$3,540,000

	1890
	$5,350,000

	1891
	$4,300,000

	1892
	$4,000,000

	1893
	$3,000,000

	1894
	$4,000,000

	1895
	$5,000,000

	1896
	$6,000,000

	1897
	$7,000,000

	1898
	$11,500,000

	189
	$21,000,000


[On June 28 the company began closing down the departments that employed union workers. In response, on July 1, 3,500 Homestead workers walked off the job. By this combination of lockout and strike, the plant was closed. Meanwhile, Andrew Carnegie had left for Scotland, and communications with him during the strike were delayed for a week or more.]

 

DOCUMENT #19

William Oates, Chairman of the House Committee, North American Review, Sept. 1892.

"On the evening of the 5th of July Captain Rodgers' boats, with Deputy Sheriff Gray, Superintendent [of the mill] Potter...on board, dropped down the [Monongahela] river with two barges in tow, until they met the Pinkerton men, who were embarked upon the barges. The boats...took both barges, endeavoring to land at Homestead before day, when the people would be asleep and the strikers would likely know nothing of it until after the Pinkerton men were safely within the picket fence surrounding the works...

"Just as day was breaking, a small steamer used by the strikers for patrol purposes set up a whistle...This caused a crowd to at once assemble along the bank of the river, where it kept pace with the boat, discharging firearms...A part of the crowd on the shore came near to the boat with the gang-plank was pushed out. A short war of words was followed by firing on each side, which resulted ultimately in the death of three of the Pinkerton men and seven of the workmen, and the wounding of many on each side...

"About five o'clock in the afternoon the Pinkertons displayed a white flag, and negotiated terms of surrender...the barges were immediately set on fire and burned....The Pinkerton men, now being practically prisoners of war, were marched uptown...and on the way,...they were brutally and outrageously maltreated."

 

DOCUMENT #20

The Forum, Sept. 1892.

"For the settlement of all private disputes, legal and effectual remedies are duly provided...Only in the controversies between large employers and great masses of workingmen,...which in the last quarter of a century have reddened the streets of every great European city with blood, and which have shamed this country...,the state stands practically aloof, permitting each separate instance to degenerate into a cruel and unequal combat between the capitalist and the workingman."

 

DOCUMENT #21 

House Judiciary Committee Chairman William Oates questioning Hugh O'Donnell, spokesman for Amalgamated, July 1892.

Q: Why is it the working people generally are so much opposed to [the Pinkertons]?

A: It might be owing to the fact that in the town, there were then lying dead five men who had been shot to death, and more wounded.

Q: And that is one reason of the maltreatment after they surrendered?

A: Yes, sir.

Q: What was the motive that you gathered, from mixing with the crowd, as to their resisting the landing of [the Pinkertons]?

A: Well, we looked upon the Pinkertons as armed invaders -- men who are thoroughly antagonistic to all laboring interests and allies of the capitalists.

Q: Did the people on shore...have an apprehension that if the Pinkertons got possession of the property of the company, that the company would employ non-union men to run the works?

A: Yes, that was the impression.

 

DOCUMENT #22

Interview with Frick, Pittsburgh Post, July 8, 1892.

Frick: Under no circumstances will we have any further dealings with the Amalgamated Association...Their followers were rioting and destroying our property.

Q: What of the future of this difficulty?

Frick: It is in the hands of the authorities of Allegheny County. If they are unable to cope with it, it is certainly the duty of the governor of the State to see that we are permitted to operate our establishment unmolested.

 

DOCUMENT #23

Cable from Carnegie to Frick, July 8, 1892.

"Cable received. All anxiety gone since you stand firm. Never employ one of these rioters. Let grass grow over works."

 

DOCUMENT #24

The Strikers' Association, quoted in New York Tribune, July 23, 1892.

"Industrial centralization...is putting the control of each of our great National industries into the hands of one or a few men, and giving these men an enormous despotic power over the lives and fortunes of their employees...'The right of employers to manage their business to suit themselvs' is coming to mean in effect nothing less than a right to manage the country to suit themselves...Workers should not be denied employment on account of membership...in a trade union."

 

DOCUMENT #25

The Nation, July 14, 1892.

"Governor Pattison of Pennsylvania has done well to call out the entire division of the national guard of that state to restore order at Homestead...Everyone who believes in the reign of law sees that there is only one thing to be done, and that is to...restore the works to the owners of the property, and to protect them in their right to operate them."

 

DOCUMENT #26

Cable from a friend of Carnegie's to him in Scotland, July 20, 1892.

"Hugh O'Donnell [of the union]...assures me that if your people will merely consent to reopen a conference with their representatives, thus recognizing this organization, they will waive every other thing in the dispute, and submit to whatever you think...as to wages or anything else..."

 

DOCUMENT #27

New York Tribune, July 24, 1892. 

"Henry Clay Frick, Chairman of the Carnegie Steel Co., was shot twice and stabbed in his private office at 1:45 yesterday afternoon by Alexander Berkman, a Russian Jew.

"In five minutes a half-dozen surgeons were at hand. The wounds were washed and the bleeding stopped. During all this time the wounded man was calm...

"'The people who will regret this the most are the strikers', a prominent Democratic Senator said this afternoon...The assault was not committed by any of the Homestead people [but] the anarchist Berkman was led to this rash act by sympathy with their cause."

