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Introduction

For the first time in his political l1ife, Martin Behrman, the mayor
of New Orleans, was truly worried. Only days before, he had been instru-
mental in apparently ending a general strike of dockworkers that had

shaken the city to its foundations in this month of October, 1907. He

sleep, of agonizing consternation over commerce lost and ruined. His
own settlement scheme had been in the spirit of his well-known flexibi-
lity and diplomacy: let four employers and four dockworkers constitute a
committee to investigate port conditions and make recommendations.

An enlightened big—city boss, the New York-born Behrman was also a
confirmed white supremacist. But he was quite familiar with the unusual
status of race relations on the docks that had prevailed for nearly ten
years — the "half-and-half”™ concept -~ so it was not strange for him to
have proposed that two of the four workers in committee be Black. That
was how the unions operated now on the "levee.” "Half—-and-half”™ had
become the standard and, despite his inner animus, Behrman accepted it

as a fait accompli.

But the levee's business community - the steamship firms and their
agents - had declared negotiations with Blacks impossible. It was
anathema. If four white workers were named, the investigation could
proceed: but the participation of Blacks threatened "to pull down the
barriers which bar them from equity in all things with the superior
race.”

The city could not bear resumption of the strike. Much trade had
already been diverted to other ports; the rat-infested wharves stank
more than usual from tons of backed-up, rotting fruit, sugar, and other

cargo. Hundreds of thousands of cotton bales on the levee still awaited
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shipment. New Orleans was in crisis.

That Thursday afternoon of October 31, Behrman reached a decisionm.
He would ask, iasist, that the dockworkers withdraw the two Black nomi-
nees. He would present the current emergency in blunt terms. He would
convince the unions that "levee peace” now demanded the abandonment of
the "half-and-half” principle by which their great strike had been
conducted and under which dock unionism had been organized for an
extended period.

He contacted the unions and drove that night to Screwmen's Hall.
Inside, on the second floor, 36 whites and 36 Blacks, the representa-
tives of some 11,000 dock unionists, awaited his arrival. Behrman
alighted and greeted the two union men guarding the door; omne white, the
other Black. He entered the hall and was ushered upstairs by two other
sentries, also white and Black.

The Dock and Cotton Council, before which he now appeared, com-
prised all the organizations of port workers: screwmen, longshoremen,
yardmen, teamsters, scalemen. The Council had led the general strike.
Behrman noticed that white screwmen James Byrmes was presiding; Black
cotton yardmen C.P. Beck sat beside him. Looking around, the mayor saw
others that he knew: among the whites,longshoreman Chris Scully, long-
time proponent of Black-white cooperation Rufus Ruiz, and screwmen's
leaer Thomas Harrison, whose recent bitter attacks on commercial inte-
rests had horrified Behrman, his fellow leading Democrat. Among the
Blacks, ex—-slaves James Porter and E.S. Swan were there; so too were the
socialist-leaning Alonzo E11is and Joseph Coats and the militant anti-
disfranchisement leader I1.G. Wynn. All these men, their unions, and

their constituents had lived and breathed "half-and-half.”

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



3

The Dock and Cotton Council had met often during the strike. It now
listened to Behrman as to one it had come to know well, and to respect.
For the mayor had tended to favor them, opposing the open—-shop aspira-
tions of employers.

Behrman took the stand and explained the situation in detail. He
minced no words. Though the strike was over, comerce remained at a
virtual standstill. You must take the initiative, he told the workmen;
you must break the impasse by sending a white-only labor delegation to
meet with employers, as the latter would have nothing to do with a
Black-white union team.

In any case, he went on, the "half-and-half", Black-white, set—up
was a bad idea in general. "This community”™ opposed Black participation
in deliberations of such importance, he told the assembled 72 dock-
workers. The unions would "display bad judgement should they insist on
colored men being on the committee.” Behrman felt the Blacks could
"surely” find "some white men in whose hands they might entrust their
case.” He spoke for an hour and concluded with a final reminder of "the
sentiment of the community on a question of this kind.”

The mayor left the room, descending the stairs to the lobby where
he awaited the Council's vote. Though it was not particularly warm,
Behrman was sweating.The Black and white sentries at the door watched
him calmly.

Upstairs, president Byrnes called on Black and white speakers in
alternating sequence, as was the custom under "half--and-half.” One aiter
another repudiated Behrman's appeal. Every white delegate opposed the
withdrawal of the Black nominees. The Council voted to uphold the origi-
nally proposed interracial delegation and sent Chris Scully and Alonzo

Ellis downstairs to inform Mayor Behrman of the decision.
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The mayor was stunned. Had his efforts been wasted? Didn't labor
appreciate the logic of the moment? He argued with Ellis and Scully.
Finally, he left the hall. Frustrated, Behrman told the press: "I tried
to make these people understand....I told them very plainly what the

sentiment of this community is as to having colored men figure so promi-

nently in public matters.”

But they didn't listen to him.l
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During the early twentieth century, New Orleans dockworkers turned
a deaf ear to this type of appeal on more than one occasion. In fact,
Black and white levee workers and their unions seemed chronically unable
to grasp certain prevailing assumptions of the period.

The late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were part of the
"nadir,” the low point in American race relations, during which segrega-
tion became entrenched. Southern society entered the "nadir"™ against the
backdrop of not unrelated emergent imperialism with attendant ideologies
and practices. Industrial expansion and broader investment in the South
accompanied the rise of Jim Crow: the steamship and railroad agents in
New Orleans in the early twentieth century represented industrial and
commercial giants. Intertwining, these currents held sway in power and
thought. Chauvinism and theories of racial superiority proliferated.

Before the 1890's, segregation had prevailed in Southern cities.
Under Reconstruction as well, segregation had persisted notwithstanding
opposing endeavors and breakthroughs.2

But even as discriminatory practices expanded after Reconstruction,
many lacked legal sanction, and, as before, interracial contact was not
uncommon. In Louisiana, Blacks retained certain rights well into the
1890's, including the right to serve on juries. Though segregated
streetcars came into general use in New Orleans during the 1880's, Black
and white nevertheless often rode togetheru3

The 1890's, however, marked a turning point. To counter Republican
resurgence in the early 90's and Populist efforts later on (both waves
involving Blacks and lower—class whites), the Southern elite purposeful-
ly brought about what historian J. Morgan Kousser terms a “"reactionary
revolution.” Streamlining and intensifying efforts to consolidate “white

solidarity,” Democratic party principals combined legal and illegal
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means to ensure segregation and disfranchise the majority of Souther—
ners, white as well as Black, by the early twentieth century. Indeed,
the cooperation of Blacks and lower-class whites had given strength to
staunch foes of the Democrats: Republican, Fusion, Populist, and Inde-
pendent movements whose white participants, notes Kousser, had "submer-
ged the racism which they, as white Southerners, must have felt.”

The steps taken by the elite in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth century transformed segregation from a not quite universal
pattern into lawful suppression, exclusion of Blacks and many whites
from politics, and the aggressively pursued subordination of Blacks. By
1910, Kousser comments, the post—-Recomstruction tendencies toward segre-
gation, Democratic hegemony, and upper-class white authority "were har-
dened into fundamental legal postulates of the society. To put it diffe-
rently, folkways became stateways, with all the psychological power of
legality and the social power of enforceability behind them.” No longer
could Blacks find redress in legal decree. The laws were reversed: they
sanctioned inequality'.4

Some of the literature on Southern labor in the late nineteenth
century suggests that the institutionalization of Jim Crow tolled the
bell for an important trend of interracial cooperation that had deve-
loped during and after Reconstruction. There had indeed been many in-
stances of white-Black labor cooperation before the "reactionary revo-
luticn.” Recent studies show, in one scholar's words, that the late
nineteenth century South was "less 'solid' than it once appeared.” The
Knights of Labor in the South — for instance in Louisiana's sugar
parishes — often operated on the basis of Black-white cooperation,

despite concerted opposition from state and local government. White and
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7
Black trade unionists coalesced politicaliy in the 1880's. New Orleans
workers carried out a massive, united general strike in 1892 and coope-
rated interracially over a 15-year span after 1880.5

But it has been alleged that this trend came to an end with the
definitive establishment of Jim Crow in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. Melton McLaurin contends that the erosion of soli-
darity in the Knights of Labor under white supremacist, anti-union
pressures reflected the "inability of whites to grasp the truth that
their long-term economic interests were identical ta those of Blacks.”
According to David Paul Bennetts, white unionists' racism in the mid-
and late 90's in New Orleans drove Black longshoremen and others out of
the trade union movement, "in the direction of Booker T. Washington and
his pro—-employer, anti-union policies."6

Closely related is the assumption that lower—class whites consti-
tuted the motivating constituency of segregation and exclusion of Blacks
from the broader avenues of Southern life. This view avers that wealthy,
conservative whites and oppressed Black joined in a self-~ and mutually
protective "understanding” against white labor. Blacks developed an
"affinity for the conservative whites.” They became "employer-orien-
ted."’

In fact, interracial labor cooperation persisted as a significant
"minor theme” in the labor movement in t%: early twentieth century.
Though segregation and exclusion prevailed - and in fact were the main
policy of organized labor — exceptions to the rule appeared. The expe-
riences of Black and white dockworkers in early twentieth century New
Orleans form part of a trend that defied prevailing notions and condi-

tions.

Among longshoremen, miners, timber workers, iron workers and others
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in many parts of the South, interracial cooperation emerged and with-
stood the divisive pressures of the wealthy conservatives with whom
Blacks had allegedly concluded an "understanding.” In Louisiana's timber
districts, white and Black workers formed militant, integrated organiza-
tions on the eve of the first World War. Black-white cooperation deve-
loped in the early twentieth century among workers in Atlanta, Danville,
Savannah, Richmond, Athens, New Orleans, Augusta, Memphis, Jacksonville
and elsewhere. At the turn of the century, whites and Blacks, including
thousands of European immigrants, established an interracial trade
unionism in Birmingham, organizing the unorganized, electing whites and
blacks to leadership, and for a time successfully resisting violent
attacks and race-baiting. Here, notes Paul Worthman, were whites who
"did not share traditional Southern habits and patterns of thought.”
They were "less moved by appeals to white solidarity” and "not only
supported organization of black laborers, but also encouraged such
organization."8

In the port of New Orleams, the nation's leading shipping center,
whose lifesblood was supplied by the cotton trade, dockworkers developed
a pattern of race relations that likewise contrasted with the prevailing
norms. Dock unionists insisted that the exactions of work and exploita-
tion made necessary and engendered white-~Black cooperation. They
explained that the faster pace and heavier workload increasingly sought
by dock employers left levee men no choice but to "amalgamate™ inter-
racially to better control the work. From racially divisive hiring
practices to public advocacy of levee segregation, employers manifested

a most consistent and remarkable will to keep white and Black workers at

each others' throats. Their views were those of the turn-of-the-century
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9
Louisiana elite described by historian William Ivey Hair: "The most
rabid Negrophobes in the state were as consistently vehement in defense
of upper class privilieges?g Nor did Crescent City employers hesitate
to state the bemefits of a divided levee labor movement: greater produc-
tivity, weaker unions, and commercial "parity”, at long last, with such
segregated open—shop ports as Galveston and Savannah.

Through it all, "half-and-half"” endured. While the fight over
“parity” and union power intensified, management stepped up racially
divisive appeals, promises, and warnings. These bore no fruit. The
races, as a white longshoreman put it in September 1907, remained “to-
gether for mutual protection,” determined "to see that they get jus-

tice,” ready to resist all attempts to "make trouble” between them.10
Out of the bitter contention on the levee in the early twentieth
century grew a labor movement strong enough and sufficiently cohesive to
wage and win a mammoth general strike in 1907, defeating the open-shop
efforts of employers. Historians have accorded special significance to
that strike. It was "the most massive struggle of the peried,” with
"Black—white unity explicitly and decisively asserted;"11 it was "one of
the most stirring manifestations of labor solidarity in American his-
tory."12 A contemporary daily termed it "probably unique,” and added,
"It's chief lesson is the value of solidarity."13 In an earlier period,
the pioneering historian Roger Shugg observed, "race prejudice...filled
the void of class hatredﬁdﬁ And so it was generally in the labor
movement in the early twentieth century. But what happened when inter-
racial solidarity triumphed over “"race prejudice?” By what process,
through what experiences, did this evolve? And what then became of the

"void of class hatred?”

This dissertation will investigate the conditions which made
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possible a remarkable instance of Black-white solidarity, and contribute
to the study of lower—-class interracial cooperation during an especially
difficult moment in race relatioms. Chapter one will explore the
national and local context of race relations and organized labor. This
will be followed by an examination of the character of longshore work in
New Orleans, the evolution and nature of levee unioms, the activity,
concerns and attitudes of dockworkers and their organizations. The
third chapter will trace the origins and development of the "half-and-
half” concept and the practice of interracial solidarity on the docks
between 1900 and 1906. The fourth chapter will describe the labor
upsurge during the spring and summer of 1907, culminating in the forma-
tion of a new, dockworker-led, labor council espousing industrial union-
ism. The next chapter will probe the causes and conduct of the general
dock strike of 1907, and the efforts by employers to combat it. The
final chapter will discuss the investigation of, and attack upon, "half-
and-half” by the Port Commission in the aftermath of the 1907 strike,
changes in the work force, rules, and technology after 1910, and the
decline of interracial cooperation on the levee. The experience of New
Orleans dockworkers constitutes a chapter in Jim Crow's “strange ca-

reer."”
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Chapter I: Race, Labor and Unionism

...If the colored man continues to lend himself to the work of
tearing down what the white man has built up, a race hatred
far worse than any ever known will result. Caucasian
civilization will serve notice that its uplifting process is
not to be interfered with in any way.

Samuel Gompers, 19051

New Orleans dockworkers developed interracial solidarity under
difficult conditions in the early twentieth century. Race relations hau
reached their lowest point. New Orleans was, for the most part, a
segregated city; segregation was in fact deepening. The great majority
of Black dockworkers, like Black Orleanians generally, could not vote.
White supremacy prevailed in politics and in labor, too.

The AFL's sanctioning of segregation in the labor movement at the
turn of the centruy had its reflection in New Orleans. Two racially
distinct central labor councils operated. In most trades and on the docks
as well, local unions were generally segregated.

Despite the socio—political climate and the policy of organized labor, a
vigorous dockworkers' movement arose in the early twentieth century. It
brought together levee laborers of both races, including whites who
often supported white supremacist politics and Blacks who protested the
hardships of segregation. The dockworkers who crossed the color bar in
New Orleans were part of the real world of that segregated city. The
obstacles they faced were as genuine as the experiences which led them

to interracial unionism.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Labor and The Nadir in New Orleans

"One is tempted,” wrote historian Rayford Logan of the late nine-
teenth century, "to refer to this quarter of a century as "The Dark Ages
of Recent American history.” For this was the "nadir” of American race
relations: the low point for lynching and the systematic promotion of
white supremacy and segregation, bdbringing about "the descent of the
Negro to the lowest and lowliest position that he has occupied since
emancipation."2

Historians agree that the last decade of the nineteenth century
signaled the entrenchment of white supremacy. By then, a historian
submits, "even the most sympathetic Southerners accepted the idea of
innate racial differences, and the inferiority of the Negro.” Moreover,
the trend was national: 'ZgPublic opinion in the North had come to feel
that Negroes were an inferior race, unfitted for the franchise, and that
white domination was justified.”

In science, medicine, literature, and the press, white supremacist
theories found favor. "Negro ruffian,” "black fiend,” "Black brute,”
"colored cannibal” and other such terms filled many a Northern and
Southern headline. The major, established press presented Blacks in the
poorest light. Among the worst, according to Rayford Logan, was the New

Orleans Daily Picayune, the first paper to call for the “"white primary:

it justified lynching in the 1890's (As shall be shown, the Picayune
often quoted Blacks in “dialect.”) Turn-of-the~centruy Congressional
debates became a virtual forum for white supremacist vituperation.3
During the late nineteenth century, concurrent with the rise of
imperialism and industrial growth, a "New South” had taken shape,

sparked by intensified investment and industrialization. Port commerce
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expanded, particularly in the Gulf cities of Mobile, Galveston and New
Orleans. The Democratic party, liberated now for some time from
Reconstruction rule, became the political vehicle of this powerful
trend.

The effort to build, maintain and politically ensure the New South
evoked opposition at points throughout the late nineteenth century,
particularly from Blacks and lower-class whites. Ocassionally uniting,
as in the Populist movement,they scored significant political victories.
In many cases, they developed independent, Republican, Fusion or other
anti-Democratic forms.

Clearly, this trend threatened Democratic hegemony and all it
represented. The party's leaders and wealthy elite thus developed a
many-sided approach to eroding and eliminating opposition. Measures to
disfranchise Blacks and poor whites appeared in all forms, from
intimidation to poll taxes to new state constitutions, rather than the
beginning, of suffrage restriction.

Though segregation had long obtained in the South, and had in fact
further deepened after the Civil War, it remained more as custom than as
law until the late nineteenth century. Legal, aggressively pursued
segregation and subordination of Blacks awaited the adoption of the
elitest apprcach embodied in disfranchisement.

White supremacy, consciously advanced and enforced, became a crucial
means to disfranchisement. The disfranchisers, C. Vann Woodward notes,
supported their efforts "with white supremacy propaganda in which race
hatred, suspicion and jealousy were whipped up to a dangerous pitch."4

Lynchings exploded through the South. Blacks constituted an
everhigher proportion of the attacked; by 1910, they were 90 per cent of

the victims. On the floor of the Senzte, Ben Tillman of South Carolina

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



declared in 1900:

We have done our level best; we have scratched our heads to

find out how we could eliminate them [Negroes]. We stuffed

ballot boxes. We shot them [Negroes]. We are not ashamed of

it.

In major cities - Raleigh, Nashville, Atlanta, Montgomery, Richmond
- housing, schools, jobs, juries, police, hospitals and prisons were
segregated. “"Separate but equal” obtained in Southern urban schools
before the Supreme Court sanctioned the concept, and conditions were not
equal.

The institutionalization of white supremacy, however, did require
national sanction to answer the protests engendered by the segregation

of streetcars, public places, theatres and schools in the South. The

Plessy v. Ferguson decision of 1896, writes Otto Olson, met this need.

Denying that racial separation implied inequality, the decision rather
affirmed that the races were equal but different. "With a view to the
promotion of their comfort and the preservation of the public peace and

good order,” the Court went on record in support of "the established
usages, customs and traditions of the people,” in other words,
segregation. The states could then move vigorously ahead with
segregation. In Olson's view, the decision rested on both the white

supremacy surge and the lack of sustained, effective pressure against

segregation. But Plessy v. Ferguson was not popularly forced upon the

Court by "hayseed” Populists and the lower classes.” Instead,

one suspects that the aristocratic predilections of the
justices inclined them toward racial as well as class
distinctions, and that they moved toward segregation as a
policy that fulfilled the needs or calmed the fears of a
conservative elite.

Capping a series of blows at equality, Plessy v. Ferguson upheld the

states comprehensively and established a general doctrine.6
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The National Labor Movement

The years just after the depression of the 1890's were, in one
historian's words, "uniquely favorable for trade unionism,” and the
labor movement grew quickly. AFL membership averaged 1.3 million between
1900 and 1910, peaking at 1.7 million in 1904. Half a million workers
belonged to unions outside the Federation.’

Despite the more tolerant approach of employers to unionism, the
growth of organized labor, and the general prosperity during and after
the Spanish-American War, workers registered minimal gains in living
standards. Real wages of industrial workers declined. Corporate mergers
produced stronger firms more capable of resisting the labor movement.
Indeed, the rising number of strikes engendered an open—shop drive.
Industrial giants, writes David Brody, "had not counted on a painful
period of trial and error, on what seemed to them violations of
agreements, on strikes and rank-and-file militancy.”

The drive for the open-shop contributed heavily to a slump in
organized labor after 1904. Employer associations broke agreements and
contracts, formed "anti-boycott™ groups, blacklisted unionists,
disseminated anti-union material, and mounted legal attacks against
unions. The open-shop drive, with attendant strikebreaking and
prosecutions, traveled.tﬁroughout the country and visited New Orleans.®

Though the AFL's long-held craft outlook had always de-emphasized
labor's practical interdependence, the Federation had initially
encouraged Black-white cooperation. In this, it followed an approach
adopted by the Knights of Labor in the 1870's and 1880's. The Knights

had organized tens of thousands of Southern Black workers. Though local

Assemblies were generally segregated, state and district Assemblies were
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more often integrated. An historian notes: "The Knights encountered
their most violent opposition from white planters and large farmers, who
saw the organization of Blacks as a threat to their labor supply.”

White supremacy took its toll on the Knights. The charge of "Black
domination™ influenced growing numbers of whites and drove them out of
the Order. Melton McLaurin observes that the allegation was groundless:
integrated Assemblies were in fact run by whites. But “the conclusion
that white members refused to accept a breach in the South's racial
etiquette is inescapable.” Still, the Knights regularly affirmed the
jdentity of lower-class Black and white interests.9

Evidence confirms Samuel Gompers' early desire to organize Black
workers, if possible in the same union locals as whites. The AFL resolved
in 1893 to "reaffirm” that "the working people must organize
irrespective of creed, color, sex, nationality or politics.” An early
membership pledge swore candidates "never to discriminate against a
fellow worker on account of color, creed or nationality."10

But the craft outlook and white supremacy increasingly interfered
with the stated policy as time went on. For Gompers preferred to
organize the skilled, of whom few were Black. Under pressure from craft
unions to reduce job competition in the 1893 depression, and influenced
by the intensifying white supremacy, the AFL began admitting white-only
unions. In 1900, the Federation sanctioned segregated locals and central
councils, not as one of several ways of organizing Blacks, or as the
last resort, but as the only way.

By the early twentieth century, Gompers considered Black and Asian

workers a threat to “Caucasian civilization,” describing Black

strikebreakers as “hordes of ignorant blacks...possessing but few of
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those attributes we have learnmed to revere and love...huge, strapping

fellows, ignorant and vicious, whose predominant trait was animalism.”

Ho

One could not expect “"that with all their traditions, mental, moral, and

social, and the fact that they are only 50 years removed from slavery,

the negro can understand the fundamental philosophy of human right."11
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Segregated New Orleans

With a population of 300,000 in 1900, New Orleans was the nation's
second leading port. It provided all the facilities of a major business
and labor center: several hundred miles of paved streets and street
railways, a good number of hospitals, two dozen hotels, two hundred
churches, seven theatres.12

New Orleans dockworkers labored in a city based on commerce. Cotton
oil factories, rice cleaning mills, sugar refineries, foundry and
cooperage firms serving the molasses and sugar trade: these were ad-
juncts of port trade.

During the period, Southern ports garnered a growing share of the
nation's commerce. New York, ninety times the size of Galveston, had

only eleven times the Texas city's port commerce in 1903. Mobile and

Savannah showed tremendous rates of growth. The New Orleans Daily

Picayune editorialized: "...The wonderful resources of the South will
enable it to take the lead and to hold it for a long time to come.” The
New Orleans Cotton Exchange recorded a record trade in 1903: "At no time
since its inauguration in February, 1871, has the institution been as
prosperous.” On Christmas Eve 1904, the port set a new record,
"clearing” fifteen steamships destined for European, Central America and
U.S. ports. Into these ships, New Orleans dockworkers had stowed over 27
thousand cotton hales, 304 thousand barrels of corn, 58 thousand sacks
of cotton seed cake and mcal, eight thousand barrels of cotton seed oil,
5,593 barrels and 44,388 sacks of sugar, and 6,349 barrels of molasses,
in addition to rice, meat, lumber and flour. The Picayune celebrated:

No industry or set of industries affords employment to more

people than the shipping, and it is because New Orleans is

such a good shipping point that it has retained its supremacy
in the cotton trade.l3
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The city's population included many nationalities: Italian, German,
Jewish, Irish, Black. The New Orleans Irish, "transformed into urban
workers by an ocean journey,” predominated among the white dockworkers.
Many Germans also worked on the docks, in the growing garment and brewing
industries, and as skilled craftsmen: watchmakers, shoemakers, stone
masons, bakers, book binders. The brewing industry also drew many
dockworkers during the port's "off-season,” generally the spring and
summer months.14

Eighty thousand Blacks lived in New Orleans in 1900. Between 1880
and 1910, Blacks constituted 27 per cent of the city's population. Dock
labor occupied thousands of Black workers, most of whom lived uptown,
southwest of Canal Street. Descendants of the free people of color,
Black Creoles,lived downtown, northeast of Canal. Their living standards
suffered in the "nadir,” but they retained preeminence in certain
skilled trades as late as 1910, unlike skilled Black craftsmen in most
Southern cities. By 1910, Blacks comprised most of the carpenters and
bricklayers. In New Orleans industry, W.E.B. Du Bois commented, “the
Negro is very largely the master.”

Though segregation affected both, social distinctions obtained
between Creole and non—-Creole Blacks. Violinist Paul Dominguez
remembered:

You see, we Downtown people, we try to be intelligent

Everybody learn a trade, like my daddy was a cigar-maker and

so was L....We try to bar jail. Uptown, cross Canal yonder,

they used to jail....There's a vast differenc here in this

town. Uptown folk all ruffians, cut up in the face and live

on the river. All they know is — get out on the levee and truck

cotton — be longshoremen, screwmen. And me, I ain't never been
on the river a day in my life.

The commercially succesful Crescent City, heavily reliant on dock

labor, was racially segregated in 1900. Equal access to schools, public
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transportation and public places had actually never been realized before
the 1890's. Nevertheless, the "Jim Crow” streetcars of the 1880's had
possessed no legal mandate: "Negroes were not forced to use them and
whites sometimes rode in them.” Blacks and whites could and did
intermarry. Construction worker—musician Johnny St. Cyr recalled that
his cousin had married a white woman during the 1890's; but after 1902,
"it got so bad around here it made a fellow want to go North if he had a
chance .” Still, before the 1890's Blacks had not suffered the
restrictions of deliberately applied segregation laws.

An historian notes, "After 1900, the rate at which Louisiana
enacted segregation status increased notably.” Intermarriage,
transportation, education, saloons, housing and mental hospitals all
fell before the legal segregating power of the state of Louisiana by
1912. Black-white association in sports competition came to an end. In
the mid-9C's, the New Orleans Archdiocese established St. Katherine's
Church: for Blacks only.16

Despite the laws, many thousands of Blacks and whites lived in the
same neighborhoods. Evidence indicates a persistence in 1900 of the
housing patterns of an earlier period: in many communities, white and
Black lived next door, across the street, down the block, or near each
other.

Though all-white and all-Black areas also existed, the persistence
of Black-white proximity in many wards distinguished the city's housing
from that of other major Southern cities. Elsewhere, Black populations
were generally concentrated separate and apart from wnites by the turn of
the century: Blacks lived outside the city limits, in shanties and

shacks.
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This was not the case in New Orleans in the early twentieth
century. But recurrent or continuous proximity did not necessarily
produced friendships or harmony. On several occasions, whites protested
interminable 'ragtime' selections” by "discordant” brass bands at
neighborhood picnics attended by Blacks. White petitioners protested the
"execrable” music at next door lawn parties in one uptown neighborhood.
But interracial lawn parties, featuring the same "execrable” music and

interminable ragtime,’

also took place, attended in the main by Irish
and Black dockworkers (usually on Monday nights).

Whites and Blacks may have walked to work in the same direction,
perhaps even together, left work together, seen each other on days off;
their children may have played together. And, at the same time, whites
and Blacks (particularly dockworkers) came into contact on the job.17

Nevertheless, segregation proceeded apace in the early twentieth
century. Separation of white and Black on streetcars became standard and
was enforced. Whenever the white section of a streetcar filled up, the
separating screen was moved back to make room for more whites.

School segregation received amplification in biology from the state
Supreme Court in 190l. Not only were "white and colored” to attend
separate schools, but "colored” was shown to embrace various quotients
of "negro blood”: "negroes,” "who are distinguished by crisped or curly
hair, flat noses and protruding lips;” "griffs,” who were "the issue” of
"mulattoes” and "negroes;” and "quadroons,” who were "distinctly
whiter” than mulattoes.” All vere barred from white schools. Black
education took place in crumbling buildings or in new facilities
established in the "Red Light" district after whites pressured the City
Council to erect “colored schools” at a distance form their homes.18

The Black death rate in 1900 was 42.4 deaths per thousand, the
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white death rate 23.8. The respective rates in 1890 had been 36.61 and
25.41. The Board of Health attributed the rising Black mortality rate to
tuberculosis and alcohol, "the greatest scourges of that race.” Typhoid,
smallpox, diptheria, and scarlet fever took both white and Black lives by
the hundreds in 1906 and 1907.12

Pursuing science in 1907, the Board of Health injected chemicals
used in molasses processing into nine Black convicts to determine

whether the substances were harmful. The Black weekly Southwestern

Christian Advocate commented bitterly that the test assumed that

"Negroes were a public utility to be used at every convenience. What
would the country do without the convenient Negro, anyway?”

Blacks seeking civil service jobs found the door closed.
Preparatory courses for civil service exams excluded Blacks after 1908:
the major press charged that the exams inany case led Blacks to false
assumptions of advancement. The police force, which still hired Blacks
at the turn of the century, ultimately barred Blacks. A City Council
debate in 1901 charged that Black policemen were as "impertinent as they
were good for nothing,” and the shooting of a white bartender by Black
officers in 1906 gave further impetus to the effort to exclude them.

After the appointment of E.S. Whitaker as Police Inspector in 1905,
relations between Blacks and the police further deteriorated. Whitaker,
whose anti-union views would emerge during the 1907 levee strike,
brought intense white supremacist opinions to his job. Afcer a white boy
whipped a Black girl in March 1907, a white policeman told the boy's
mother to keep him "off the sidewalk” because Blacks had “as much
feelings” as whites, Whitaker censured the officer. He declared the

policeman's conduct intolerable: in speaking in an "ugly tone” to the
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white woman and in supporting the charge of the Black girl and her
father, the officer had inspired an atmosphere of equality. Blacks had
the same legal rights as whites, Whitaker conceded, "but police officers
should not accept such complaints from them because it only made them
impertinent.” And he ordered the whipped girl's father, "an impertinent
negro,” arrested.20

While interracial cooperation unfolded on the docks, the local
major press increasingly propagated white supremacy. The Picayune
countered the famous Address of the Niagara Movement in 1906 - a
declaration that claimed for Blacks "every single right that belongs to
a freeborn American” — by calling for the deportation of "some millions
of these people” to the North and to "the tropical regions of America.”

Only this could solve that most serious of white-Black problems, in
the Picayune's view: "frightful crimes of assault upon {white] women™:
pending dispersion, only "popular justice” sufficed to answer such
crimes. Since bureaucracy inhibited legal procedures, "the enraged and
disappointed people” could not be blamed for consequent lynchings.
Besides, the Niagara movers were "a lot of negro dreamers and agitators
for complete political and social equality.” Equality was impossible,
editorialized the Picayune in January 1906 (and throughout the decade):

If the negro had been intellectually, morally and spiritually

the equal of the white man, he would long ago have

demonstrated the fact, but from the beginning of recorded

history, first in the 0ld World and later in the New, the

whites and negroes have been working together or engaged in

struggle for supremacy, and the negroes, whether as freemen or

slaves, have always succumbed to the unalterable and

invincible laws which have placed the whites in full control
and domination.
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Politics and Labor

Substandard health care, higher mortality, inferior education,
exclusion from public places, segregated tramnsportation, and
fundamentally, disfranchisement, created unequal living conditions for
Black Orleanians. The state's 1898 constitutional convention, capping a
series of suffrage restriction measures, ensured the status quo and
Democratic hegemony. Indeed, though other matters came up in that
convention, they were "of minor importance when compared to that one
which overshadows all...”:

We know that this convention has been called together by the

people of the State to eliminate from the electorate the mass

of corrupt and illiterate voters who during the last quarter

of a century degraded our politics.

The state's Black registration dropped from 127,923 in 1890 to
5,320. Fewer than two thousand Black Louisianians registered in 1908,
less than a thousand in 1924. In New Orleans, six hundred Blacks were
eligible to vote in 1903-1904. Premised on elitism, disfranchisement
also excluded tens of thousands of whites from the polls. Between 1897
and 1900, the state's white registration fell from 164,088 to 125,437;
it dropped to 91,716 in 1904.22

On the crest of white supremacy and disfranchisement, leading
Democrats formed the Choctaw Club in New Orleans in the 1890's. Drawing
merchants, bankers, manufacturers, skilled workers, and professional
politicians, the Club aimed at institutionalizing one-party rule in the

city. Several key members attended the 1898 constitutional convention.

The Choctaw Club's historian stressed that the Club represented business

interests.23

Among the Democratic elite, several men figured prominently in the

levee's interracial configuration during the early twentieth century.
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Their eminence, particularly in the world of business, suggests some-
thing of the drama of the clash between management and political offi-
cials on one side, and a cooperative white-~Black dockworkers' movement
on the other. Levee disputes involved the city's very lifeline and
always drew in the political leaders. A survey of several such men
suggests the depth of their white supremacist commitment and the inten-
sity of their antagonism to interracial solidarity.

Lawyer—-businessman E.B. Kruttschnidt (who died in 1906), for
example, chaired the 1898 disfranchisement convention and led the
state's Democratic party, which relied on white union support in several
local wards. Nephew of Confederate influential Judah Benjamin, he
participated in the famous White League coup attempt against the state's
Reconstruction government in 1874. He was on the Board of Directors of
the Equitable Life Assurance Society, tied to the Harriman and Morgan
fortunes.24

Paul Capdevielle, who served as mayor from 1899 to 1904 and took
part in many negotiations with white and Black dockworkers, was a
Confederate veteran, scion of a wealthy family. He was president of the
Merchants Insurance Company of New Orleans.25

Robert E. Lee (1863-1916) was a machinist who served eight terms as
head of the white Central Trades and Labor Council, during which he also
served in the state Senate. A delegate to the 1898 constitutional
convention, he was a sincere craft unionist who avoided all but minimal
contact with Black workers. Employer of ten man in his own machine shop,
he was state Commissioner of Labor from 1904 to 1908.2°

Adolph Ricks headed the New Orleans Brewing Association, whose

employer—-members hired many dockworkers during the commercial "off-
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season.” His Association's anti—union stance precipitated a city-wide,
dockworker—led, labor upheaval on the eve of the 1907 general levee
strike. Elected to the City Council in 1895, he was president of the
Metropolitan Bank.27

The most remarkable local Democratic leader in the early twentieth
century was Martin Behrman (1864-1926), mayor from 1904 to 1920 and 1925
to 1926. New York-born, brought to New Orleans at an early age, orphaned
at 12, Behrman worked in a grocery after high school. He became wealthy
as a wholesaler and later as an official for Edison Electric.

A protege of E.B. Kruttschnidt and a delegate to the 1898
convention, he held a battery of local and state posts before becoming
mayor.

An outstanding politician, Behrman worked hard to obtain and keep
labor's respect. Thoroughly pro~business, willing te do whatever
necessary to promote the cotton trade, he accepted trade unionism as a
fact of life. Central Trades and Labor Council head Pat Welsh
acknowledged in 1906 Behrman's "deep interest...for the needs of the
laboring people,” his readiness "at all times...to ameliorate their
condition in life and promote them socially and intellectually.” In
turn, Behrman told the Council in 1908, "It is not necessary for me to
tell you that I am a believer in organized labor. I do not think you
could be successful unless you organized.”

He held clear-cut views on race. Growing up under Reconstruction,
"1 saw the fact that the negroes were able to vote was at the bottom of
a great deal of trouble.” At the 1898 constitutional convention, "we
promised the people to put the negroes out of politics and to keep him
out.” Interracial cooperation was not realistic: "Naturally, white men

will not get along with negroes as they will with other men. It is not
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to be expected.”

Work—sharing agreements between white and Black dockworkers only
became possible after Blacks were politically suppressed. Cooperation
between unequals then resulted. Disfranchisement put Black advancement
into a different, non—-threatening context. The Black-white division of
levee jobs and union posts on the "half and half™ basis "could not have

been made when the negroes had votes.”

Behrman preferred gradual, supervised change in society. He
abhorred local socialist Covington Hall (an "extreme radical”™) and
others who tried to make "big changes all of a sudden;" they did not see

that the “capitalistic system” was human r ture.2®

Interracial levee cooperation was entered into by white locals
whose leaders were often heavily involved in the activities of the
Democratic party. These men ignored the extra-levee demands for
political rights made by their Black trade union partners. Democratic
involvement of certain dockworkers' leaders also brought them into
contact with leading politicians, cotton merchants, and shipping agents.
In bringing labor's vote to the Democrats, they worked closely with the
Central Trades and Labor Council and its president, Robert E. Lee. But
as disputes with management ripened on the levee in the early 1900's and
especially in 1907, the adherence of white unionists to interracial
cooperation threatened relationships with political white supremacy.

Still, when white union leaders discussed labor's political role,
they omitted Blacks from the picture. During the early twentieth

century, organized white labor formed political associations to run
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workers for office or support representatives of workers' interests. The

labor-backed Union Advocate's claim that "there's good stuff in the

working rank to hold any job quite fair from the street sweeper to
janitor and [sic] the way up to mayor” was widely shared. Thirty white
union presidents, including the Longshoremen's Harry Keegan, joined to
form a Workingmen's Protective League in early 1903. Cotton yardmen's
leader Fred Grosz served as president. Laboring men, stated the Union
Advocate, had determined to assert themselves "shoulder to shoulder
politically” by backing workers and others "who have shown their
friendship and sympathy for organized labor.” The paper urged white
workers to vote selectively and to take full advantage of the "white
Democratic primaries™ which “"public outcry” had brought about .29

“So far as could be learned, however, the colored brother has not
been discussed by the League as yet,” commented the Picayune soon after
the organization's birth. The Picayune warned of the consequences were
the League to include Blacks: labor's political clout would be
dangerously enhanced, while the races would "be brought into such
intimate relations that it is impossible to predict what may result."30

But the Workingmen's Protective League made no overtures to Blacks,
nor did the independent political campaigns of several dockers who
challenged the Choctaw Club machine. Black union leaders felt their
organizations should have been invited to take part,pointing out that
workers had a common interest and that some Afro—-American workers -
though indeed few - could still vote. So integral were they to local
organized labor, stated one Black dock leader, that no labor party that
excluded Blacks could hope to succeed: "Is this political labor movement

going to disfranchise the colored labor unions?"31
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When the Workingmen's Protective League, the Union Labor League,
and the Democratic Labor League (tied to the Choctaw Club) ran or
endorsed candidates, they made special appeals to white labor's
interests. Serving in the campaigns of leading Democrats, key levee
unionists often found levee employers sitting beside them in the
election committees. Among the most active supporters of publisher
Robert Ewing's (a delegate to the 1898 constitutional convention) bid
for ward leader in 1903 was screwman Thomas Harrison.32

Running for leader of the First Ward in 1903, white screwmen's
president Robert Trainor challenged the Choctaw Club candidate. Backed
by the Union Labor League (succesor to the Protective League), on whose
executive committee sat longshoremen's leader Rufus Ruiz and other dock
unionists, he conducted an active campaign. But Trainor fell victim to
the discriminatory petition requirements for independent candidates, a
matter he later pursued in court.33

Though most white levee union leaders generally supported Choctaw
Club nominees, they split in 1904 over the mayoral candidacy of Martin
Behrman. Several endorsed him, but others protested the "despotic
pressures” of the party hierachy in engineering his nomination by
backing the breakaway "Home Rulers.” Cotton yardman Fred Grosz ran for
Commissioner of Public Works on the Home Rulers' ticket. During the
campaign, dock unionists in either camp exchanged charges of betraying
the interests of workers.34

An anti-Choctaw Club trend in the white Central Trades and Labor
Council in 1905 succeeded in getting through a resolution ousting

Council delgates who either held political office or were not working at

their trade. A Home Ruler in the Council was its chief proponent.
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Targets included Council delegates Thomas Harrison (Screwmen), James
Hughes (Longshoremen), and Robert E.Lee (Machinists), all of whom worked
in local government. The resolution squeezed through, but the Screwmen
and the Longshoremen vowed to quit the Ccuncil if the measure took
effect. It was not long before the resolution was rescinded.35
Organized white labor renewed its appeal for workers to rum and
support sympathetic candidates at several points during the decade. It
announced support in 1907 for any man "who is fair to the worker":

"..His affiliations make no difference.” In 1908, Thomas Harrison ran

for Tax Collector. That autumn, the local United Labor Journal

declared: "The avowed enemy of trades unionism is not fit to hold public
office.”

But throughout the decade, the whites' appeal to class interests in
politics never extended to Black trade unionists.36

Something of the conflicting tendencies among white levee union
leaders may be gleaned from an examination of several such men. For many
of the very same backers - and sometime candidates ~ of the local
Democrats were steadfast proponents of white-Black unity on the docks.
They distinguished between Black political rights, which they neglected
or did not support, and fighting together with Blacks for labor's
rights. But in uniting with Black dockworkers, they stepped on the toes
of Democrats of the upper strata.

White longshoreman Rufus Ruiz had collaborated in drafting one of
the levee's intial "half and half"” agreements for equal division of work
between the white and Black longshoremen's locals. He joined the union
in 1882 at the age of 17. He went on to become an early president of the

Central Trades and Labor Council and a commissioned AFL organizer. For his
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support of industrial unionism, he lost his commission in 1907. Later

that year, he helped to found the interracial United Labor Council.37
Christopher Scully, president of the white longshoremen from 1905

until his death in 1910, was a "firm,determined and comservative man,”

in the words of the Daily Picayune. Labor editor Oscar Ameringer

remembered Scully as

a red-headed Irishman in every sense of the word, with a good

dash of Irish wit coupled with an uncontrollable temper and an

ingrown hatred of bosses, irrespective of race, natiomnality,

religion and state of moral turpitude.

Scully's labor experience included the levee race riots of 1894,
when job-seeking white dockworkers attacked Black dockers, killing
several. By the early 1900's, when he became prominent in Tenth Ward
Democratic politics and local labor cooperatives, he was an active
leader of joint Black-white levee union councils and negotiating teams.
White and Black longshoremen stopped work at noon on the day of his
funeral.38

White screwman Thomas Harrison, born in 1869, went to work in a
cracker factory at the age of thirteen. At fifteen, he began levee work
as a longshoreman and a screwman; by 1900, he was the Screwmen's
delegate to the Central Trades and Labor Council. Two years earlier,
however, he had been named Chief Clerk to the First City Criminal COurt,
and thus, after 1898 did not earn a living as a screwman. A leading
Democrat in the Tenth Ward, he held a number of civic appointments. He
was the state's first Labor Commissioner, from 1900 to 1904.

Harrison remained a union member. He held the post of secretary
in the white screwmen's local for many years. His support for the

industrial form of organization — not only on the docks, but throughout

the city — made his name poison to long-time colleagues in the white
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central council, like the above-mentioned Robert E. Lee. He played a
significant part in the breakaway, interracial United Labor Council
formed in 1907, and was its president. Harrison believed labor's right
to advance to be a "divine creation” that "cannot be withheld.”
Organized labor strove to "accomplish this right” and moreover, to bring
about

the real coming of the golden age, hen the acrimony of strife

shall have been chastened and softened; when the laborer,

worthy of his hire, shall reap his full reward; when mutual

rights and obligations shall be engendered and fostered; when

capital and labor shall reciprocally accord to each other its

just quantum of merit, and there shall exist, in truth, a

common brotherhood among all mankind.

Ultimately, Harrison became president of the white screwmen's
local. He held that post through the early 1920's, until levee employers
achieved the open shop.39

Screwman Thomas Gannon worked in the breweries when trade slacked
off on the levee. A screwmen's leader in the early 1900's and president
of the white local in 1904, by 1907 he had become a beer driver and was
no longer working on the docks. As president of Brewery Workers' Local
215 - beer drivers - he resisted the AFL-backed attempt by the Teamsters
to convert 215 into a Teamsters local along craft lines. With Thomas
Harrison, Gannon led the exodus of sympathizing white unions out of the
white central and into the interracial United Labor Council. His ties
to the local Democrats were more tenuous: Gannon drew close to the
Industrial Workers of the World.40

These men were industrial unionists who adhered to white-Black
solidarity against the open-shop drive in the city's most decisive

industry. Political allegiances often placed them cheek-by-jowl with

their employers. Yet, in important ways their comsistent collaboration
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with Blacks set them against the city's political and economic elite.
They defied that basic tenet of segregation which held that white and

Black workers had no interests in common.
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Opposition to Segregation

Resistance to segregation began after the Civil War. It grew with
the enactment and enforcement of laws and practices following
Reconstruction. By the 1890's, a Citizen's Committee {mostly Black), and

a newspaper (the Daily Crusader) were already established in the city to

promote anti-segregation efforts. Composed mainly of Black Creoles, the
Committee fought the earliest statutes segregating New Orleans
streetcars (1892) and protested the founding of segregated St.
Katherine's Church (1895). In June 1892, it chose to challenge
segregation on railroads by assigning Homere Plessy to sit in the
white-only section of a railway car. After trial, Plessy was found
guilty of violating the Separate Car Act of 1890. The Supreme Court
upheld his conviction in 1896. The committee disbanded, but not before
prosecuting other cases, including one involving housing discrimination.

Several unions and working—class organizations supported the Citi-
zen's Committee. Fraternal organizations contributed money, as did the
Bricklayers' and Cigar Makers' unions. Cigar Makers' president Ramon
Pages, "a Spaniard,” told an 1893 meeting:

...The sun did not divide off a portion of its rays for one

class and a portion for the other, a part for the whites and a

part for the blacks; but shone equally for everybody. All that

grew on the earth and live in the seas were equally the

property of all mankind, as all were provided with the same

organs, had the same necesszties and required the same

nourishment and sustenance.?!

Protest against segregation continued in the early twentieth

century. The Southwestern Christian Advocate reflected the deep

resentment of Blacks at the wave of insults and indignities. Insisting
on "justice,” it assailed "so-called leaders [who] are willing to make

any concession, they say, 'for the sake of peace.'” When a Black
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minister vocally defended disfranchisment in May 1906, the Advocate
dencunced him as "the good Negro sort who tips his hat and grins in order

to court favor,” a representative of the "antebellum spirit who makes a

little curtsy and says 'yes sir, boss' to everything.” A "new Negro” was
emerging, the paper stated in 1907, who refused to "maintain any servile
or trucking relation” and was ready to "think and act, and to determine
his own incoming and outgoing.”

The Advocate insisted on the restoration of the right to vote: "The
unit of power in the American government is the ballot, and this the Negro
must have.” Denial of the franchise and the rise in lynching might
indeed lead one "to question whether he lives in a civilized country”:

To live in a country that boasts of its greatness, glories

in the bravery of its army and navy, proclaims its high

civilization and just laws, to live under a flag whose mission

it is to bring liberty to the world, and yet to kmow that

one's life is constantly in danger sets the mind all a-going

at the inconsistency of it all.

And thus,

the Negro becomes an unenviable citizen...of our great

republic. A republic did we say? Hardly. A democratic

government? Not by any meams: it is a4§overment of one class

for the suppression of another class.

New Orleans was one of a number of cities witnessing protests
against streetcar segregation in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. Blacks could neither sit nor stand in front; even in the rear
compartment to which they were confined (behind a screemn), they were
obligated to surrender their seats to whites if all seats became filled
in front. The Advocate expressed outrage at such "shameful, unjust
treatment.”

Blacks occasionally refused to sit in the back or give up their

seats to whites. Thus, Elizabeth Roach insisted in February 1904 on her
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right to sit in front, ignored the conductor's order to move, and defied
threats of arrest by a policeman: "...Even this did not cause the woman
to move." She was convicted under the Separate Car Act.43

Black Orleanians considered a boycott of sub-standard schools in
March 1907. The Advocate wondered: "Are the Negroes not a part of the
city's population? Have they no rights?”

This insistence on rights ran through the Black press: the

Advocate, the Republican Liberator (organ of the Black screwmen's and

longshoremen's locals), the Southern Republican. While the Advocate also

praised Booker T. Washington ("a leader more in sympathy with his
people's struggles than any other man that's in the fore fromt™) and
certain aspects of his philosophy ("agriculture is the backbone of our
prosperity”), publisher Reverend Robert E. Jones commended the Niagara
Movement, deemed its 1906 Address "worthy of study,” and won W.E.B. Du
Bois' esteem.*%

Assertion of rights took other forms. A small Black group followed

the separatist teachings of Bishop Henry M. Turner and sold the magazine

of his movement, Voice of Missions. When Turner-follower Robert Charles

was harassed by police in July 1900, he responded by shooting one,
precipitating a large-scale race riot. "Men were beat up on streetcars,
and transportation had absolutely quit,” Jelly Roll Morton remembered.
Hundreds of Blacks were assaulted; Charles killed 27 whites before he
was apprehended. His captors shot him 34 times. Thirty-nine years later,
Morton described the notorious Charles as a "fine fella,” and recalled
that after the riot a "Robert Charles song” had become popular among
Blacks. But "this song was crushed,” said Morton: "It was a trouble-

breeder."45
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Though neither homgeneous nor the only tendency, opposition to the
imposition of Jim Crow was a consistent element in New Orleans' life. To
be sure, the program of Booker T. Washington influenced many, including
some opponents of segregation. Indeed, the powerfully-backed Washington
had visited the city in 1899 under longshoremen's auspices, had
addressed the union members and had met the mayor. His 1902 return
visit, under different auspices, received wide press coverage. At a mass
meeting, chaired by Democratic leader E.B. Kruttschnidt, Washington
cogently outlined his program and urged Blacks to vigorously pursue the
"common occupations” or "there will come into the South a race of
foreigners which will replace us.” He suggested: "We cannot begin at the
top, we must begin at the bottom, and gradually grow up through these
common industries that are about our doors to higher and more important
positions.”

Still, noted the Crisis some time later, currents of resistance to
inequality and abuse persisted in New Orleans, "notwithstanding
everything that has been done to have the colored people believe that

they are natural hewers of wood and drawers of water."46
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The Equal Rights League

Many Black dockworkers shared the sentiments and swam with the
currents of opposition to the steady erosion of their conditions. In
1904, they founded an organization to ensure that Black political
interests would still, or again, be represented and defended by the
local Republican party. Given the disfranchisement of most Blacks, it
was hoped that pressure would help retain at least a modicum of
political participation, in particular the right of Afro—Americans to
play a role in the Republican party. For this very right met severe
challenge in the early twentieth century from the white supremacist
Republican tendency known as "Lily-whiteism.”

The Equal Rights League, whose key officers were all Black dock
union leaders, came into being for the express purpose of combatting
“Lily-whiteism.” Those who hammered out "half and half" and cooperation
agreements with white dockworkers in the heat of intensifying levee
controversy were all here. Also involving many clergymen, the League
pressed for an interracial Louisiana delegtion to the 1904 Republican
convention in Chicago. The "Lily's"™ held a state meeting in May which
endorsed white supremacy, opposed "white monopoly,” and selected omne
Black party member to be in the state delegation to the national
convention.47

But the Equal Rights League's condemnation of the "Lily's" was
unsparing. A mass meeting in February, with cotton yardman I.G. Wynn and
longshoreman James Porter presiding, denounced silence as acquiescence
and claimed equal rights for Blacks under the U.S. constitution.
Speakers urged a more aggressive fight for political participation.

Screwman A.J. E11lis orated "with volubility and a vehemence that showed
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his deep earnestmness,” demanding political rights for Blacks. Indicting
"Lily-white” efforts to involve Blacks, the meeting resolved to

brand and consider all colored men who permit themselves to

be used as delegates in the Convention of the Lily Whites...or

stands as a delegate to the National Convention from said

State Convention, a traitor to the race; and all who are so

low and despicable to subscribe their own humiliation and

political degradation, we call upon all honorable colored men

to ostracize them and treat them with contempt, if they can be

so base, either from the promise of menial service or by

virtue of holding office of high or low degree, at this time

to be induced to compromise away the rights of his race. Such

should be held up to view as cowards, poltroons and time

servants, unfit for the association and unentitled to the

respect and confidence of tze men and women of the race who

place principle above self. 8

In later months, the League (alternately titled the "Colored Men's
Association of Louisiana™) strove to establish a base in every New
Orleans ward. After the "Lily-whites” affirmed white supremacy at their
May convention, the League published an appeal to Northern Blacks
"advising them to join the regular Republicans in their fight against
the Lily Whites.” Ultimately, the national convention seated delegations
of both the "Lily's" and the "Regulars” from Louisiana. But the
convention later accredited only the latter delegation. The Equal Rights
League was jubilant. Blacks greeted the development at mass meetings
throughout the city: some whites also attended. League president I.G.
Wynn proposed a state convention of Black Republicans for the near
future.49

Though League activities slowed, dockworkers continued to speak out
against "Lily-whiteism.” I.G. Wynn addressed a gathering on Emancipation
Day 1905,at Central Congregational Church. Later that year, screwmen
AJ. E1l1lis and L.J. Obert spoke at a festival which included political
50

rights among its themes.

The treatment accorded Blacks by the Republican party became a
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consistent topic in the Republican Liberator, concurrently the "0fficial

Organ” of the Black screwmen's and longshoremen's unions. Its motto in
1905 was "Justice to all irrespective to Race or Condition,” in 1908
"Gods field of humanity our Concern, Therefore We Mean and Shall Labor
For All, Irrespective to Race or Condition.” Pledging to prosecute “"the
fight against Lily~whiteism at the South™ and to expose “"the brighting
evils in our midst,” the paper warned of the capitulation of the regular
Republicans to the "Lily's,” and urged pressure to guarantee a strong
Black presence at the party's 1908 national convention. Cooperation with
the "Lily's" for the sake of party unity was unthinkable: "Oh! no!
gentlemen, no 'harmony,' at the further cost to the party, our cause and
liberties. These are not on the alter.”

The paper found Theodore Roosevelt and William Howard Taft too
sympathetic to the Southern Democrats and hoped "the very air would
breathe that 'Anti-Taft' be written in positive and unmistakable terms.”
Blacks would not support those who sacrificed their interests; they
would "not permit themselves like dum—~driven cattle, [to be] delivered
as usual, and again, for slaughter."51

Representing thousands of dockworkers, the leading Black unionists
condemned the curtailment of Black political rights. They also
participated actively in the "half and half” process of interracial
trade unionism. They considered white—-Black solidarity a necessity. A
survey indicates that they were dedicated unionists, activists on
several planes.

Longshoreman James E. Porter had been a slave. Born in Mississippi

in the mid-1850's, he was brought to New Orleans while still very young.

By the time he reached thirty, Porter was a union leader on the levee.
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Tn the 1890's, his organizing efforts brought an AFL organizer's
commission. He helped develop an early work~sharing arrangement with the
whites. He was a leader in the Black city central - the Central Labor
Union - and in the Black longshoremen's local during the early twentieth
century. He was a vice—president of the national longshore union for
several years. He also became prominent in the Equal Rights League. The
Picayune wrote of him in 1903: "He probably holds more offices in
different associations and societies than any other colored man in New
Orleans."52

Screwman Alonzo J. Ellis was a major force in the levee unions. By
1900, when he was fifty, he had spent over twenty years in the local
labor movement. But his trade union experience, recalled labor editor
Oscar Ameringer, extended beyond the docks:

Ellis stood no more than five feet-five and weighed about a

hundred and ten. In his youth he had been a jockey and in that

capacity had seen much of the world. When he had become too

heavy for jockeying,...he secured a job on one of the boats of

the Hamburg-American line....Later he had become a member of

the German Seamen, the reddest of the German unions, had

acquired a fair smattering of German, and more than a fair

understanding of the Communist Manifesto.

With James Porter and others, Ellis played an active part in the
Equal Rights League. In civil rights and labor meetings, his "very
strong voice and cast iron lungs" made him a superb speaker. According
to E11lis, his steady support for Black-white labor cooperation cost him
his job on the docks: he suspected a blacklist. By the end of the first
decade of the twentieth century, Ellis no longer worked on the levee. He
became a watchman; evidence suggests he also worked a a sleeping car

porter.53

Everett S. Swan, president of the Black longshormen during most of
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the period, was born in slavery in Virginia. In 1863, he escaped and
joined the Union army. Aged nineteen by the end of the Civil War, he
moved to New Orleans and became a dockworker.

Swan won election as president in the early 1890's and served eight
years. During the 1894-95 race riots over levee jobs, Swan was accused
of having allowed employers to violate Black-white work-sharing
arrangements by solely hiring Blacks. Nearly ten years later, many white
and Black longshoremen still distrusted him, despite his quarter—century
in the union. Characterized by the major press as "comservative,” Swan,
though less prominently then James Porter and A.J. Ellis, participated
in the Equal Rights League. During the levee disputes of the early
twentieth century, he belonged to several joint white~Black councils and
advocated interracial solidarity. He represented his local in the
industrial-unionist United Labor Council, the militant white~Black
central that arose on the eve of the levee strike in 1907.54

Cotton yardman Isom G. Wynn was president of the Equal Rights
League. For most of the early twentieth century, he headed the Black
Central Labor Union and was prominent in several interracial levee
committees. Throughout the period, he led the Black local of the Cotton
Yardmen. He was a delegate to several AFL conventions. He was a leader
of the Israel Lodge, Grand United Order of 0Odd Fellows for many years.

The Mississippi-born Wynn campaigned indefatigably against the
"Lily-white"” Republican trend. He wrote resolutions, spoke at meetings,
addressed cbh.-ches and other organizations, and published materials.”>

In supporting labor solidarity, the Black, as well as white,
leaders of dock unionism represented the evolution of a far from simple

or automatic process involving over ten thousand workers of both races.
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These leaders were diverse products of the city's basic labor force.

They expressed as well the encounter between pro- and anti-segregation

currents
CULLCLULS.

Dockworkers and the Labor Movement

During New Orleans' commercial ascent in the "nadir,” Black and
white dockworkers played an important role in the city-wide labor
movement. Before the Civil War, the Typographical and Screwmen's union
had been the only labor organizations, but after the war many more
emerged. Black unions, usually parallel to white organizations, were
organized among teamsters, waiters, longshoremen, cigarmakers, and
screwmen. Powerful white unions, the Screwmen for example, sponsored
weaker organizations, providing support in strikes. In the last quarter
of the nineteenth century, Black and white unions in the same trade
sometimes cooperated, meeting jointly and taking action together.

Whenever commerce declined, competition for jobs became fierce
on the docks; race riots broke out at several points in the late
nineteenth century. Still, the Central Trades and Labor Assembly in the
1890's drew delegates from both white and Black levee unions.56

The nineteenth century New Orleans labor movement reached its
zenith in the general strike of 1892. The Workingmen's Amalgamated
Council, representing 20 thousand men in 49 unions, called its members
out in sympathy with the strike of the "Triple Alliance” - Teamsters,
Scalemen, and Packers — for a ten—hour day, overtime pay, and a closed
shop. A large minority of workers in the Triple Alliance were Black.
Employer refusal to grant the demands inspired a general strike in

November.

The city came to a stop. Cottom yardman and AFL organizer John
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Callahan wrote Samuel Gompers:

OQur town is upside down. Every ome in town are on a strike.

There are fully 25,000 men idle. There is no newspapers to be

printed. No gas or electric light in the city. No wagons, no

carpenters, painters or in fact any business doing.

The labor council appointed a committee of five to negotiate with
the Board of Trade. The aforementioned James E. Porter, Black
longshoreman, was on the committee. Management united its forces and
wielded the greater power, drawing upon vast resources and sympathy from
industrialists around the country.

Pressured by the Board of Trade, officials banned all street
gatherings. With martial law pending, the strike was called off, with
only partial victory: the ten—hour day, overtime pay, and higher wages,
but no closed shop. Still, Black-white solidarity was strong. It was,
wrote Roger Shugg, labor's "high water mark in the South,” demonstrating
that Crescent City unionism "was remarkable not only for its early
origin, strength an persistence after the Civil War, but also for its
racial accomodations.“57

But the 1893 depression gave way to the worst race riots on the
levee in New Orleans history. Competing for jobs, white dockworkers
killed several Black workers in 1894. Cotton shippers refused to employ
both whites and Blacks, hiring one group or the other alternately but
never simultaneously. The governor sent in the militia to protect trade.
The Workingmen's Amalgamated Council fell apart. A new central arose,
drawing some Black, as well as white, unions. But neither the Black
screwmen nor the white and Black longshoremen's locals participated. The

century's end found the local labor movement in a weaker condition.58
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The Crescent City labor movement experienced a significant revival
in the early twentieth century. Separate Black and white central labor
councils tcok shape. Union membership grew, the councils expanded. The
new centrals included the major white and Black dock locals.

James Leonard, AFL regional organizer, spearheaded the white
Central Trades and LAbor Council. The first meeting, convened by Leonard
in October 1899, elected longshoreman James Hughes president; the next
meeting chose longshoreman Rufus Ruiz chairman of the By-Laws Committee.

After the screwmen's local joined in late 1899, the Council usually
met at Screwmen's Hall. Ruiz played an increasingly prominent role in
the early 1900's. He became president in 190l. Screwman Thomas Harrison
was another important dock leader in the Council in the early years.
Robert E. Lee, the machinist who attended the 1898 constitutional
convention and later won election to the state Senate, became the
Council delegate from his union at the end of 1900.59

Having adopted in 1900 the policy of issuing charters separately to
white and Black centrals, the American Federation of Labor paved the way
for a Black central trades body in New Orleans. Longshore veteran James
Porter took the initiative in writing Samuel Gompers for help in setting
up a council for Black unions. Gompers urged him to consult first with
the white Central Trades and Labor Council to obtain its authorization.

But the white council dissented. Despite Gompers' mandate, James
Leonard felt a Black council might cause harm if formed too soon.
Leonard pleaded for postponement to avoid potential "conflict” which
might result "if the proper precautions are not taken."

"My people are very anxious for the organization of the Council,”

wrote Porter to Gompers, after some time had passed. Further delays
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inspired Porter to stress again to the AFL president, "My members are
very impatient.” Porter disputed Gompers' advice to the effect

that there is no use kicking against the pricks and we cannot

overcome prejudice in a day. I did not understand that there

is prejudice where the wages and interests are the same, and

can only upheld by concert [ed] action.

Ultimately, the white council conceded. Its resolution of approval,
however, suggested discord, for only after "a most heated discussion”
had the Blacks been "given the right, if it pleases Pres. Gompers, to
organize” a central body. Even so, the white central stated in the same
breath its refusal "to have anything to do with the colored man. "60

Thus, a Black Central Trades and Labor Council came into being in
1900. It soon changed its name: the white central pointed out to Gompers
"the similarity of the titles of the White and Colored Centrals,” and
asked that “"a distinction be made.” On the AFL's advice, the Black
council became the Central Labor Union. Total membership of the two
bodies in the 1900-1910 period averaged thirty to forty thousand; twelve
to fifteen thousand participants marched in the respective Labor Day
parades organized by the councils.61

New Orleans dockworkers, active in the two centrals and in their own
unions, often served as delegates to AFL conventions. Segregated in "one
special section of the hall” at the AFL's 1902 convention were James E.
Porter and cotton yardman I.G. Wynn (along with other Black delegates).
No white dockers from New Orleans attended in 1902-3-4, but as the sole

Central Labor Union delegate in 1904, Porter was censured for the CLU’s

boycott of a white supremacist labor paper, the United Labor Journal.

Porter also attended in 1906.
Two New Orleans dockworkers, both screwmen, attended the AFL's 1905

meeting in Pittsburgh: L.J. Obert of the Central Labor Union and Thomas
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Harrison, representing the International Longshoremen's Association.
Attending the 1906 convention, Harrison voted against the revocation of
the charter of the stubbornly industrial-unionist Brewery Workers'
organization, a controversy with great local rar.ifications the following
year.62

The International Longshoremen's Association was among the few AFL
affiliates freely admitting Black workers and electing Blacks to
leadership. In the Crescent City, it had a large membership of whites
and Blacks, in separate locals. The union encouraged comsultation, at
the very least, between the locals. The ILA recorded interesting
developments in New Orleans. These included, James Porter informed
W.E.B. Du Bois in 1902, higher pay, joint meetings and "unity of
action.”

Virtually all New Orleans dock unions participated in ILA
conventions. The 1901 convention elected James Porter ninth national
vice~president. A year later, President Daniel Keefe commended Porter
for his "untiring” work and "the wonderful progress made in New Orleans
and vicinity.” New Orleans Black longshoremen, Keefe declared, were
"throughly trade unionists,” who made "every possible effort to have
every man at their calling become members of the local.”™

When Black and white screwmen in 1903 resisted a heavier work
load -~ a substantial increase in the number of cotton bales to be stowed
daily into the ships ~ Xeefe nominated Porter to represent him as
arbiter. Though the employers had consented to labor's proposal to call
in Keefe, they could not stomach Porter. The ILA national leadership
delegated "full power in the matter” to Porter, but the Cotton Exchange

avowed "that he could not serve as arbiter in matters where whites were
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concerned.” Indeed, "such a thing could not be done in this city.” He
"would not be acceptable under any circumstances.”

Reefe's reiteration of his choice of Porter infuriated the
businessmen: they wondered whether Keefe grasped the "obvious reasons”
that Porter was undesirable. Though the screwmen's locals backed Porter,
Keefe ultimately withdrew his name, admitting the nomination was a
mistake. But Porter was "fair, straight-forward and honest,” and Keefe
regretted his rejection.63

Porter won re—election as ILA vice-president in 1903, advancing
from ninth to seventh. He won by acclamation, notwithstanding intensive
prior lobbying by New Orleans' white screwmen's delegates to fill that
vice-presidency with one of their own: Thomas Harrison's bid fell short.

Despite the vice—presidency contention, the white screwmen from New
Orleans did seek to strengthen labor solidarity at the 1903 convention.
Thomas Harrison authored a resolution expressing the concerns of local
dockworkers. Employer efforts to increase the workload always featured
citations of the faster work, lower wages and better attitudes of
Galveston's dockworkers as an example for New Orleans levee men.
Harrison cailed upon the ILA to support a uniform wage scale for the
screwmen of the two ports to prevent undermining of conditions in one or
the other city.

Crescent City screwmen dissented from President Keefe's disavowal
of sympathetic strikes. Coming from a city where levee labor was
especially seasonal and irregular, they vigorously opposed a resolution
(which was defeated) barring members from belonging to more than one ILA

trade local:

...We realized that it would be the means of depriving some of
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the members of this [Screwmen's] Association from gaining a

livelihood, or else it would compel them to scab on union

labor, either one of which conditions this Association could

not and will not stand for.

They resisted a craft approach within the ILA, with all its
different trade components: yardmen, screwmen, longshoremen, coal
wheelers. They felt tht conditions made cooperation necessary along

industrial lines.64

Despite the development of white~Biack cooperation among the dock
unions in the city centrals, the central bodies themselves did not often
collaborate. The Black Central Labor Union made several attempts at
joint action, but only rarely did the white council respond.

Both organizations backed a hard-fought coopers' strike in 1901 and
sanctioned boycotts of non-union firms. Both councils endorsed a massive
strike for the closed shop in the building trades in 1904. They turned
out their members for a huge rally sponsored by the striking unions in
April of that year. Seating arrangements in the hall defied convention,
noted the Picayune, with "'the colored brother' scattered about...and
sitting among the whites as though the Fifteenth Amendment were observed
to the very let:te,r.“65

The Labor Day marches of the two centrals were separate throughout
the period. The white council turned down a request from the Balck
central for a joint march in 1902. The two councils held separate
parades again in 1903, but not before the Central Trades and Labor
Council tried to get the Black central to march behind it and the
Building Trades Alliance in one big parade. Stronger than and organized

before the Building Trades Alliance, the Central Labor Union demurred,

refusing to become a “"rear guard.” An angry spokesman declared: "We
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thought we were entitled to second place, anyway."”

The Republican Liberator, the Black levee paper, carried on the

argument for joint parades. The labor movement, it stated, "must have
the presence of the colored laborer and workman.” Every advance for
Black workers had benefited whites: the emancipation of the slaves, for
example, had rid white workers of the "Masters and his 'Niggers'
competition in the skilled crafts, “"whereas now, it is an open field, so
to Speak."66

In 1906, the Central Labor Union proposed to the Central Trades and
Labor Council an agreement to help "adjust any troubles that might
spring up between the white and colored workmen.” No formal accord
resulted, but in July 1907 the councils held their first—ever joint
meeting. The CLU suggested that they work together to support the
striking local brewery workers, whose industrially organized national
union had only recently been excluded from the AFL. "After some trouble”
over the CLU overture, the white council agreed to the meeting. The
centrals appointed delegations: the CLU sent one composed entirely of
dockworkers. (By that time, as shall be indicated, there were no dock
locals remaining in the white central). But the two councils were
irretrievably at odds in the brewery dispute, and failed to reach
agreement.67

Solidarity among dockworkers eveolved in the inhospitalble
conditions of the "nadir,” in a segregated city run by a Democratic
political machine, against a background of contrary AFL policies, in the
face of an open shop drive. The hostile reaction of cotton merchants in

a 1903 dispute to the very suggestion of treating with Black

longshoreman James Porter spoke volumes: "Such a thing could not be done
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in this city.” As shall be demonstrated, this was not the only thing that
"could not be done": interracial solidarity was officially anathema.

The "nadir's"” proscriptions drastically curtailed or made more
difficult the development of cooperation between white and Black.
Interaction in many areas had persisted before the 1890's, but
by the turn of the century segregation and disfranchisment had become
dogma and law, consciously promoted by the political-economic
protagonists of the New South. New Orleans labor operated in this
context, reflecting the propagation of and resistence to prevailing white
supremacy. Dockworkers created a powerful movement, bringing forth
distinctive, skilled leaders; but the path to interracial trade union
solidarity was strewn with political, legal, ideological, and physical

obstructions.
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Chapter II: Work and Organizations

Of the cotton trade, we may premise...that it is the mainstay
of the city's commerce and prosperity.

Louisiana Chamber of Commerce, 1894

Under ordinary circumstances the shipowner is exonerated from
damage by sweat...

Charles Hillcoat, Master Mariner, 1919

It shall be the duty of every member of this Association,

in order to more effectually, perpetuate the bonds of Unity
and Brotherhood; to aid each other, both in the Association
and in their intercourse at large, so far as shall be in their
power to do so; and any member who shall injure or attempt to
injure a brother member shall be considered as violating the
bonds of brotherhood, and on conviction thereof, shall be
fined, suspended or expelled as a majority may determine.

By-laws, Screwmen's Benevolent Association, 1877 1

Trade in cotton meant everything to the New Orleans economy. Sugar,
tobacco, coffee, fruit, grain and lumber also passed through the port,
into the hands of dockworkers and onto the massive steamships, but it
was cotton that made New Orleans the nation's second port. Like commerce
in most of the products, the cotton trade was naturally a seasonal
business, reaching its zenith in the fall and winter months. Thought the
port remained open all year, there was far less work during the "off-
season.” Dock labor was therefore inconsistent and irregular. Even
during the busy season, dockworkers often outnumbered jobs: the
"shaping-up” hiring system left many walking from pier to pier or
waiting on the levee for word of incoming ships. Unemployment threatened
and struck the labor force: it was a chronic annual condition.

This chapter will examine the character of the work and

organizations of dock laborers: screwmen, teamsters, yardmen,
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longshoremen, freight handlers. Along original task or craft lines,
these men organized unions; generally each of the unions formed
segregated white and Black locals. The diverse dock functions did not
cverlap, but were contiguous. The tasks of one group followed directly
from and led directly to those of others, and thus could not stand
autonomously. Dockers maximized job opportunities by joining several
dock unions: an 01ld World custom of exchanging unions cards became a
tradition in New Orleans.

Contiguity and interdependence combined with the insecurity of dock
work to foster the developing cooperation which fueled a powerful dock
unionism. The unions bred a moral code of integrity and solidarity
consonant with the commandments of the locally-circulated "Labor's
Decalogue,” particularly, "Thou shalt not take they neighbor's job."”
When shipping and railroad corporations sought to raise labor's
productivity by increasing the workload, dock unions took self-protective
action by strengthening interracial solidarity. The struggle to control
the workload erupted in a convulsive levee war on the New Orleans
riverfront. Productivity became the levee's bone of contention, the
centerpiece of the local open—shop drive, the crucial issue bitterly

fought out in lockouts, stoppages, and the 1907 general strike.
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The Levee

The port constituted the workshop of the Crescent City. Ten
thousand men labored along its fifteen miles of riverfront and six miles
of wharves. By 1500 New Orleans led all world markets in the trade of
cotton, sugar, rice, bananas and cotton seed. Commerce guided
manufacture: sugar refining, cotton compressing, tobacco and cigar-
making, lumber and cotton seed oil production became prominent in the
city's small industrial base. Breweries, foundries, shoe factories,
confectionaries, and clothing factories took shape in the city before
1900, but the main commercial products served as the basis of
manufacture.2

New Orleans lay upon swamp—land. Only the levees (natural and later
man-made) were more than fifteen feet above sea level: most of the city
sat below, or within five feet of, sea level. Enlarged by glacial
melting at the end of the Ice Age, the Mississippi River extended its
delta, depositing great amcunts of sand, silt, clay, boulders, gravel
and cobblestones throughout Louisana. But at the point where the river
reached the crescent of the future city, only the smaller particles -
sand, silt, and semi-compactible clay - were left. The area's underlying
bedrock became a receptacle for both the looser, less dense particles
and "a large bulk of soupy organic matter which results from the
decompostion of swamp and marsh vegetation.” A cross—section of the
delta would resemble "a shallow clay saucer filled with layer upon layer
of warm jello."

Upon raised sections of riverbank (the natural levees fifteen feet
at most above sea level), New Orleans arose, subject at all times to

floods consequent to heavy sub-tropical rains. Throughout its history
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the city sought to resist the penalties of its location. By 1900,
technological advances had made possible the building of a system of
constructed levees along the city's waterfront to offset floods and
facilitate drainage.3

In 1900 the man—made levees were vast confluences of dirt and silt
pushed and arranged in low hills behind the wharves. Dusty in dry
weather, oozing in the humid periods, the levees desperately needed
paving.4

Dockworkers labored in the mud, in the heat of a city strewn with
open sewers and backyard toilets whose contents were taken to dumps by
the Black drivers of appropriately named "aggravatin' wagons.” Vermin
proliferated on the docks. An 0ld longshore worker from the early 1900's
recalled huge roaches: "Big red flying omes and it really hurt when they
bit you.” Rats infested the sheds used for temporary storage of flour,

rice, wheat, and banana cargoes.5
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The Industry

Attempting to improve dock conditions in the nation's second
leading port, the state legislature had established in 1896 the Board of
Commisioners of the Port of New Orleans. Known as the Dock Board, its
mandate included the power to build and leases new wharves and sheds.
During its first ten years, the Board limped along on meager
allocations. It could not rehabilitate deteriorating and filthy wharves
or correct other conditions of labor shipping. Only in 1908, after the
general strike and due to massive pressure, was a full investigation
launched into the Board's powers to improve the port. Afterward, the
sale of bonds was to prove the essential source of Board funds.

In the meantime, several steamship lines advanced interest—free loans to
the Dock Board and were thus exempted from wharfage charges. The
Harrison and Leyland Lines did this in 1903. The Leyland, Harrison,
United Fruit and Southern Pacific Lines all stood to gain from dock
improvements. They depended on New Orleans for a great portion of their
business.6

These lines, and all others using the port - fourteen in all in
1901 ~ appointed “agents” to represent them in New Orleams. As the port
developed during the nineteenth century, the agents came together inan
employers' association: the Conference of Steamship Agents. They were
the employers of levee labor.

The Harrison Line, owned by a wealthy British family, began using
the port in 1877. Its representative in New Orleans from the 1880's to the
1930's was family member Alfred Le Blanc; the Lime's main U.S. office

was in fact in the Crescent City, and Le Blanc served as its U.S.

General Agent. In 1903, Argentina appointed him vice-consul at its local

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



54
consulate. Having married into the family of a prominent local cotton
merchant, Le Blanc founded an insurance company in the city and became
vice-president of the Bank of New Orleans. His "very gracious deeds” for
the city included substantial philanthropy. A leading personality in New
Orleans business circles, Le Blanc played host in 1904 to the Line's own
Frederick J. Harrison, amidst great fanfare.7

The British Leyland Steamship Lin'e New Orleans agent in the early
1900's was M.J. Sanders, a New Orleans native. Leyland's New Orleans
business was second only to its commerce in New York. Sanders was
president of the PRogressive Union, a business's club, from 1904 to
1906. In the latter year he formed the City Bank and Trust Company, with
himself as president. He won election to several terms as head of the
Joint Conference of the Cotton, Sugar and Rice, Coal and othe Exchanges.
Sanders and Alfred Le Blanc were major spokesmen for the shipping lines
in general, particularly on labor matters. Sanders in 1905 was convinced
that New Orleans' commercial success was assured. "Had there been no
'reconstruction period,'"” Sanders suggested, the boom in port commerce
would have been that much greater; but surely the city now would make up

for lost time.8

Two major railroads owned docks in and/or sent steamships to New
Orleans. The Southern Pacific, largest in the nation, and the Illinois
Central both belonged to the Harrison system of railroads. The Illinois
Central controlled the massive Stuyvesant Docks. The Southern Pacific
used the Morgan terminals across the river in Algiers (once an
independent town and a part of New Orleans since 1870), named for the

formerly independent Morgan railroad line linking New Orleans with
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points northwest. The Morgan line came under the control of the Southern
Pacific in 1885.9

The Illinocis Central's Stuyvesant terminal was the point where
freight trains discharged cotton from out—oi-state and Louisiana
plantations. The railroad built tracks close to the riverfront. Those who
unloaded the trains at dockside were called "freight handlers;”
longshoremen then transferred the cargo to the screwmen for stowing
aboardship.

The Morgan dockworkers employed by the Southern Pacific, and also

known as "freight handlers,” did much more than the handlers of the
Illinois Central. They actually loaded and unloaded ships, and even
stowed cotton; back across the river only longshoremen and screwmen did
that work.

Clearly, however, the railroad and steamship lines interacted in

the transfer of cotton from plantation to foreign port. The workers

employed by shippers and railroads also interacted.

The steamship companies hired dockworkers through contractors
called "stevedores.” In New Orleans, "longshoreman” and “"stevedore”
were not synonymous; the latter was part of management. Several
stevedoring firms achieved prominence in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, particularly John B. Honor, Ltd., and the William
J. Kearney Company. Honor was a coal merchant and a member of the Coal
Exchange. Kearney inherited his firm from his grandfather in 1892.
Vocal, assertive men, Honor and Kearney became major figures in the local
shipping industry. Stevedores had their own trade association; with the

steamship agents they combined to form a Joint Conference.10
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Labor

Dock labor was seasonal. Its regularity hinged on the growth and
availability of staples, especially cotton, destined for transport
through the port. Work was heavy in winter, slack in summer.

Census reports indicate that many dockworkers were unemployed four
or more months in a year. Often they looked for other work in the "off-
season;” many belonged to unions in other occupations. The census shows
that many dockers' wives worked as domestics. The holding of membership
cards in more than one dock union facilitated employment when the work
in some dock trades was busier than in others. Obituaries and accounts
of men who were dockworkers in the 1900-1910 perios reveal the versati-
lity necessitated by seasonality. For dockworkers were also postal
workers, cotton yardmen were court clerks, screwmen became watchmen and
pile drivers, longshoremen worked in breweries, and teamsters were
musicians.11

With the shipping season's unofficial start on September 1, port
labor became the occupation of some 10,000 men: screwmen, teamsters,
longshoremen, yardmen, freight handlers, yardmen and others. The racial
and trades makeup of this basically closed shop work force was not made
clear in contemporary accounts. Indeed, estimates of membership varied
widely. The Picayune, reported 6,000 organized dockworkers in April

1903, but 9,000 in May; the Union Advocate reported 10,000 members

in May.

The Picayune and Daily News (the latter was pro-labor) placed total
membership at 10,000 in October 1907 and gave the following specifics in
the key dock trades: 1800 screwmen (1000 Black), 3500 longshoremen (2100

Black), 1200 cotton yardmen (700 Black), 300 coal wheelers (all Black),
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1100 freight handlers (mixed), and 200 teamsters (all Black). At the
same time, the less trustworthy Item reported three times as many coal
wheelers and twice as many teamsters but fewer longshoremen. In 1908, a
white screwmen's leader gave figures of 600 white screwmen and 1200
Blacks, commensurate with most estimates in 1907. A Black longshoremen,
however, stated there were only 900 Black longshoremen in March 1908,
less than half the number estimated in late 1907. (The figures in all
cases were of union membership). But scholars Sterling Spero and Abram
Harris found the work force “"about evenly divided” between white and
Black on the eve of World War I.

Seasonality, unemployment, an lay-offs played havoc with union
membership. In addition, superficial press coverage may have had
something to do with the differing estimates. All signs point however to
an increase over time in the proportion of Blacks to the whole in the
early twentieth century. If Blacks were no clear majority, they were at
least half of the workers in the key dock trades. 112

The busy season created work for others along the levee, too:

"roustabouts,” for example, consisting solely of Black men.

Roustabouts generally performed all-round unskilled labor. They
usually worked aboard river, not ocean—-craft, steamboats rather than
steamships, smaller vessels headed up the river instead of out to sea.
Jelly Roll Morton, a contemporary dockworker-musician, called their work
the hardest on the levee. Roustabouts had no union:

Weren't treated like other fellows. Had a captain over them

with a whip or lash in their hands. I had never seen them

whipped, but I had often heard they whipped them to keep them

going. They would carry on their backs all kinds of things,

big boxes of lard. Carried this stuff up the gangplanks.

Looked like a man couldn't carry so much. Singing and moving to

rhythm of songs as much as they could....Roustabouts would never
dream of striking on river boats. They were just like in slavery.
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They did odd jobs on the levee, supplementing the tasks of other,
more skilled, dockworkers. White men, a steamboat owner told the U.S.
Industrial Commission in 1901, could "not stand the work"™ performed by
roustabouts. Roustabouts were said to be immoral, indulging in “"crap
games,” frequenting "barrel houses,” taking up with the "commonest kind
of women.” Traveling on the steamboats they had loaded to upriver ports
where they were to unload, roustabouts were likely "to dodge work when a
landing is to be made, so they will hide among the freight and sleep

there or even beneath the boilers, where a white man would roast."12

They were ancillary to the main dock labor and to the port's chief

function as a center for global commerce. The cotton teamsters, all

Black, on the other hand, were a larger component of the essential work
process of exporting cotton. Their work differed from that of "round
freight” teamsters ho handled sugar and rice. Reporting early to the
stables owned by their employers — the boss "draymen” - cotton teamsters
fed and groomed the mules and prepared the wagons ("floats” or "drays")
for work. By 7 am they were on their way either to the docks or to the
cotton yards to pick up pressed cotton bales now ready for transfer onto
the ships. For more than one teamster the 7 AM starting time meant
leaving the house long before, to prepare the mules and wagons. One
cotton teamster, who supplemented his income with a job at night,
remembered how it had been for him around 1908:

You'd leave 5:00 a.m. and catch the streetcar to the stables.

There you'd pick up your mule team at 6:00 a.m. and start out

for the docks to pick up load at 7:00 a.m. Once you got your

team hooked up and started toward the docks, you could sleep

because your mules would follow the wagon in front. Sometimes

you had a helper; he'd drive the wagon where you were going
and you'd sleep. He'd wake you up to load or deliver.
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In the main, teamsters shuttled between the cotton yards and the
docks. Traveling to the cotton yards, cotton teamsters picked up where
cotton yardmen left off: their respective tasks adjoined. One grcup's
disputes affected the other. When the teamsters refused (in 1904) orders
to begin the workday at 6:30 AM, or resisted (in 1505) cancellation of
their regular lunch hour, the larger, more powerful Black and white

cotton yardmen's organization stopped work and joined negotiations.13

Cotton yardmen, Black and white, embraced several labor categories:

“"the yardmen who unloaded the cotton in the yards and brought it to the
warehouse and the cotton press; the cotton classers who classified the
cotton according to its quality; the scalehands who put the cotton on
the scales and took it off after weighing; the weighers and reweighers
who did the actual weighing; the pressmen who operated the cotton
press...” Yardmen's contracts covered all or most of these workers.
(Scalemen, who weighed rice and coffee — not cotton - had their own
small organization, all Black). Men known as "cotton factors” owned the
yards and the presses; like the steamship agents and the stevedores,
they formed a trade association.

It was here in the yards that cotton was pressed as compactly as
possible. So compact were the bales (stacked in the yards until the
cotton teamsters came to transfer them to dockside), that should one
fall upon a worker, certain injury would result. Thus, for example,
leading cotton yardman Fred Grosz suffered a broken leg in 1904.

Cotton export stipulated no greater priority than the density and

uniformity of cotton bales, to guarantee the stowage of as many as
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posssible. The aim, a contemporary expert wrote, was "to fill all
spaces” in the holds of the ships to ensure the "maximum revenue.”

Each bale pressed in New Orleans, approximately 470 to 500 pounds in
weight and 30 cubic feet in size, was in fact stowed aboardship in a
space hardly larger than itself.14 The stowing of the yardmen's finished
product, baled cotton, ultimately rested with men who traditionally used
their hands and a jackscrew to squeeze the bales into these spaces: the

screwmen.
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Longshoremen

But cotton could not be stowed by screwmen until placed into their

hands by the longshoremen. Longshoremen took the cotton brought to the

pier (from either the cotton yards or the dockside tracks)

and transferred it, one bale at a time, onto rope-attached

slings at the side of the ship. A small engine on the ship, driven by
steam in the ship's own boilers, propelled the up—and-down and side-to-
side movements of the ropes. One longshoreman hooked the bale-filled
sling to the ropes. Another guided it toward the hatch. A third operated
the engine, or "winch.” He turned on the steam to tighten the sling
around the bale. The sling lifted off the pier, and was guided over the
hatch, and then into the hold itself.

The winchman could feel when the sling was low enough in the hold
to be unloaded by the screwmen below, but sometimes the ropes were pre-—
marked. The hold decks were nine feet below the hatch. The screwmen
in the holds, working in gangs, swung the descending bale in the
direction it was to be stowed, and yelled to the winchman to lower it to
the deck when it was over the proper place. The winch operator then
withdrew the ropes up to the deck where they were caught by a
longshoreman called a "whiprunner,” and readied for another load. To
expedite the procedure, two winches commonly operated at the same time.
The winches were generally part of the ship's equipment.lS

Longshoremen wore gloves or hand-straps to protect their knuckles.
The rope controlling vertical movements of the sling was called the
"whip.” When swingly freely, it was powerful enough to knock a man

overboard or through the hatch to the hold below. Moving slings, with

500 pound blaes attached, also presented dangers. Were the bale to hit a
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man, or the sling to break, then injury was certain and death possible.
After ropes broke over longshoreman Edward Ryan one September afternoon
in 1905, a falling bale of grass killed him, Screwmen, working below and
around the hatches, also fell victim to the hazards. Thomas Waterman
went to the hospital after a cotton bale knocked him into the hold
in October 1903. Black screwman George Lewis suffered severe head
injuries in a similar accident several months later, while Richard
Murray and Serefino Rodriquez were struck by a collapsing sling filled
with timber one day in August 1904: Murray died.16

Black and white longshoremen, several thousand strong in the early
1900's, were the largest group of dockworkers. Like the screwmen, they
worked in gangs and were hired through the "shape-up” system. Foremen
(who were commonly the first men hired by the contracting stevedores)
generally chose the same men for each gang. Foremen were union members:
rule XV of the Black and white longshoremen's joint agreement fined
foremen for "blacklisting"” a job—seeking union member or for refusing to
hire union men when they were available.

Longshoremen and screwmen reported to the pier early each morning
en masse, and were picked if a ship was ready for loading or unloading.
But when the gangs were picked, many job-seekers still remained. They
went over to the other piers in search of work, or waited for ships to
come in. A longshoremen was lucky if he knew a foreman as well as early
Black jazz musician Pops Foster did in 1908:

Joe Sullivan was the union leader for the longshoremen, and he

had all the best musicians working on longshore work. That's
what I did most of the time I wasn't playing. Joe lived out in
the Irish Channel and would throw lawn parties on Monday
nights. He'd ask the guys who worked for him to come out and
play....Joe took care of us and if a good boat was coming in,
he'd send word around for the guys to come to work. If a ship
needed tying up, it took about ten minutes and you got paid
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for a half a day at forty cents an hour.

Longshoremen encountered prolonged periods of unemployment.

During the busier fall and winter months a longshoreman or screwman might
spend hours or days looking for work (and work was practically non-
existent during the "off-season”). A longshoreman told the U.S.
Industrial Relations Commission in 1914 that his work “"does not have the
most exhilirating effect.” A union organizer described how a
longshoreman

may be called at 9 o'clock, or he may be called at 9:30 or 10

or up to 11, and sometimes a half hour, and he has got to be

always waiting, and it is pretty laborious work,... and if he

is a drinking man he is liable to go to a saloon, and that has

caused the downgrade_of our men, having to lay around and

frequent saloonse...

Longshoremen in New Orleans did more than transfer cotton to the
screwmen. They also worked in the holds of ships, skillfully stowing
goods that fell outside the traditional parameter of screwmen's work:
grain, fruit, sugar, bananas, coffee, lumber. T!is division of work dated
well back into the nineteenth century. "I have been a Longshoreman since
1872,” Black union leader John B. Williams remarked in 1903. "It was in
1872 that the division of work was made and agreed that the Screwmen
should handle cotton and tobacco. The Longshoremen stow all other kinds
of freight.”

In 1889, screwmen and longshoremen further agreed that unloading of
cargo was the province of longshoremen: screwmen were only to "break
out” the freight, longshoremen took it from there. But the freight
handlers across the river at the Algiers Morgan docks (owned by the
Southern Pacific) did both longshoremen's and screwmen's work, and this

too was apparently traditional, consequent perhaps to Algiers' former

separation from the city proper. Further, the longshoremen who stowed
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coal formed their own organization; coal loading became the sphere of

"coal wheelers,” several hundred in number and all Black.

Longshoremen's work gangs consisted of four men on each side of a
hatch in the early 1900's, or "eight—-to—a-hatch.” In 1903, teamship
agents declared that "eight—to—a-hatch” were too many for the available
work and ordered a reduction to four—-im—a—-hatch, or two on each side.
The unions protested the "disposition” of some employers "to work a man

w e

to death, to so reduce the working force on ships that it has become

almost impossible for any man to stand a day's work on ships loading or

unloading.” Breaks for a drink of water "or for any other necessary
cause” required a man “"to either hire another in his place, or the work
will have to cease until his return, and in many instances the man is
discharged upon his return.” As "self-preservation is the first law of
nature,” the longshoremen promised to resist a work pace seemingly
designed, said one, to work out "the heartstrings of the men.” But they
were to lose this time. Nevertheless, struggles over the size of work
gangs persisted. Steamship agents warned anxious civic leaders in 1906
that they would not yield "their right to the employment of men and the
determination of the number of men that were competent to do a certain
amount of work."18
Longshoremen's work demanded readiness to go up or down the river
to work on ships docked at nearby Chalmette, Gretna or Westwego.
Contention frequently arose over the time it took to travel to these
piers by tugboat and the number of hours constituting a full day in
these cases, for the men likened this labor to night or overtime work.

Disputes also emerged when steamship agents sought to assign or

encourage longshoremen to do the work of screwmen: cotton and tobacco
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loading, at the (lower) longshoremen's wage. Agents sought to implement
the 1903 contract clause requiring longshoremen "to do such work as is
required of them" in precisely that way. But labor succeeded in

reaffirming the traditional work divisionms. Still, controversy

continued.19
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Screwmen

The most skilled workers among the levee's interacting components
were the screwmen. Using jackscrews and manual dexterity to push cotton
bales into tight spaces in the holds, the longshoremen possessing this
skill formed their own organization first and apart from those of other
dockworkers. The white and Black screwmen's locals, formed in 1850 and
1875 respectively, became the strongest dock organizations. The skill of
stowing cotton was all-important in New Orleans. Former screwmen
Ferdinand "Jelly Roll" Morton recalled years later: "These were
permanent people. Made tremendous salaries. Around $18 a day, and that
is way back.”

"Permanent” perhaps, but they worked seasonally too, and they had
also to labor in other fields, on or off the docks. They were hired
according to the shape—up. Further, an occasional foreman or stevedore
might let it be known that men who paid them a fee - a bribe - would
definitely be chosen to work. In 1908, Black screwman Alonzo J. Ellis
charged that agents and stevedores acted as money~lenders, forcing men
to borrow and re-pay at high interest, or risk firing or blacklisting.

Yet screwmen held a prestige, and their organizations a strength
that other dockworkers lacked. "Through all these years,” the local

Union Advocate observed in 1903, "to be known as a screwman was to

receive recognition as to character and responsibility.” The union
gained and maintained prominence during all its career as the
champion of oppressed labor, and with a devotion [to] its
purposes worthy of all praise, it entered the lists as a
sponsor for younger and weg%er unions whenever championship
and defense was necessarye.

Screwmen's work hinged on the compactness of the cotton bales. It

required the skill to stow a ship fully and evenly. Screwman Thomas
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Gannon remembered: "Sometimes we thought she'd bust before she reached
Europe.” Damage to cargo resulted when the loads became unbalanced;
moreover, uneven loading or overloading posed dangers to the vessel.
Gangs of five screwmen (including a foreman), racially segregated in
different hatches until 1902, dragged or rolled each bale to its proper
space. They wore protection on their hands. They stowed bales
increasingly by hand, not by jackscrew, in the early 1900's, as cotton
compresses improved, and the steamship companies expanded the cargo
capacities of vessels. Steamship agents contended in 1902 that this
expansion had made cotton screwing obsolete.?2l

Though the men resorted to jackscrews in many cases, they stowed
most cotton by hand in the early twentieth century. Hand-stowing
required the skill of tilting two bales on edge against each other and
pressing down, forcing them into place. The method became known as
"marrying-it-in,” and the bales thus "married” as "kissing bales.” Some
ships required only hand-stowing, others both screwing and handstowing
in different holds, while a few still needed cotton screwing
exclusively.

When steamship agents suggested in 1903 that the ships were large
enough to make the screwmen's skill unnecessary, and that men in the hold
ought to increase the number of hand-stowed-bales, a screwman answered
that stowing by hand was itself none-too—easy: "Everything seems easy
when somebody else is doing it.”

That ship-enlarging technology had made jackscrews and even
skillful hand-stowing basically obsolete was a major argument of
employers in the first years of the new century. They disputed the need

for a separate category of workers to stow cotton. They insisted that
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hand-stowing be speeded up. A steamship agent warned in 1902 that “the
days of the screwmen are fast passing away...and they should be thankful
that they are alive at all.”

But workers resisted the suggestion that they were obsolete, that
their labor slowed business. The chairman of the joint Black-white
screwmen's committee in 1902 facetiously thanked employers for allowing
workers "to live in the country” where steamship agents "rake in the
profits while the laboring man barely gets an existence.” Indeed, he
went on, if cotton screwing impaired commerce, "how is it then, that the
companies can continue to build these monster ships and keep sending
them out? They seem to pay.”22

The debate raged in 1902 and 1903. How much should the screwmen
stow? Who had the right to decide? Screwmen maintained that the faster
the hand-stowing, the more dangerous the work. They charged the
employers had been pressuring them at a pace of work described as
"shoot-the—chute” which more than doubled the bales stowed by hand. A
spokesman in 1903 labeled "shoot-the-cute” a "menace to life and limb.”

A screwmen's statement appealed for mutual respect of labor's and
capital's "rights,” invoking a “"spirit of justice.” But a Picayune
editorial argued that soon "the screws themselves and the skill required
for their operation will become worthless.” Were screwmen to remain on
the New Orleans levee, other ports would then beckon to merchants by
offering faster, cheaper loading of ships. That must be prevented,the
Picayune suggested in October 1903 “even if the Screwmen must be
eliminated as an obstruction to the progress of the port."23

A true difference in perception of "rights™ emerged in the dispute.

The steamship agents jointly wondered how workers could determine the
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method and pace of stowage aboard ships they did not own. Clearly, "the
employee never can have the right to say what shall be the character of
the work done."24

Screwmen felt they should have a voice in these matters, which
involved their jobs. How could they protect themselves? They accused
employers of using the following tactic to impose a faster work pace and
a greater work load in the 1890's and early 1900's:

But note the manner in which this was done. At that time the

screwmen worked in different parts of the ship, the whites in

one section and colored in the other. The hirelings of the

steamship agents would notify the white screwmen that the

colored screwmen were working faster and doing a greater

amount of work, and that unless they caught up with them that

the agents would be compelled to discharge them. Immediately

thereafter the colored screwmen would be told that the white

screwmen were doing a greater amount of work, and unless their

results were the same, tha their services would be dispensed

with.

A later chapter will explore labor's allegation, but the Black and
white screwmen did attempt a response to the changes in the work pace
and work load. Their answer came in a "half and half” agreement more far-
reaching than other worksharing strategies fashioned by Black and white
dockworkers in New Orleans. Their accord, in 1902, required the equal
hiring (by union foremen) of Black and white, and their working abreast
of each other in the same hatch. On the basis of the "half and half”
agreement, the screwmen cut back the pace of work.26

The new work agreement became the main source of levee controversy
in the early 1900's. It initially shocked the steamship agents. The
"half and half" agreement, an agent averred,

will prove the nigger in the woodpile. If that rule is to be

enforced to the letter with all the hidden things it may

conceal, then we may as well close up the port of New Orleans
and get off the map.
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For the agreement threatened to give the screwmen too much power:
it was "limitless in scope.” Its possibilities, he felt, "cannot be

conceived by the human mind."27

The components of the labor force interacted. Traditional
differences in skill and task perpetuated the division of dock trades.
But certain skills, for example the use of the jackscrew, were
apparently becoming unnecessary. And on-the—job interdependence bound
all dockworkers together in the work process, skill notwithstanding. They

carried their worksite cooperation into their organizations.
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Organizations

New Orleans dock unions, essentially a product of post-Civil War
times, came into their own at the turn of the century. Originating as
benevolent socities, they became the vehicle through which laborers
tried to shape their work and assert their interests in the city's most
decisive business. Though the various dock unions remained separate,
most eventually affiliated with the Intentional Longshoremen's
Association, and over time took steps toward mutual cooperation.
Seasonality and unreliability of dock work also tended to induce
cooperation. The organizations came to a general understanding among
themselves and with others that their union cards would be mutually
honored, and that dock unionists might also use their cards to find work
outside the levee in the "off-season.”

Thus, a dockworker in good standing seeking a brewery job did not
have to be initiated into the brewery union. Noting this procedure in
New Orleans, labor editor Oscar Ameringer observed:

Such exchange of cards had been in vogue among the industrial

unions of the 0ld World, almost from their inception. The 01d-

World unions were international: the union card of the

Frenchman was good in Germany and Italy, as was the German

card in England and Holland, and so on. Most American unions

also call themselves international, but their internationalism

is usually confined to members of the same craft and guite

frequently does not extend as far as the next county. 8

The separate dock unions formalized their cooperation in the
interracial Dock and Cotton Council, founded in 190l. The Council, which

will be fully discussed in a later chapter, was "not a general central

union, but an industrial union of all workers on and about the docks,”

according to contemporary observer Covington Hall. The Council united

all engaged in handling cotton. It included the Cotton Teamsters (who
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were also members of a local Teamsters Council) but did not include the
Round Freight Teamsters who trucked sugar and rice. Sources suggest that
the Black screwmen were the driving force in the forming of the Council.
A white dockworker always served as president, a Black dockworker as
vice-president.29

The screwmen's locals were in fact the backbone of organized labor
and workers' cooperation on the levee. As the oldest and strongest
force, a labor paper commented, they frequently "entered the lists as
sponsor for younger and weaker unions whenever championship was
necessary.” The white Screwmen's Benevolent Association was formed
in 1850. Aside from the Screwmen, only one other union operated in New
Orleans before the Civil War: the Typographical union.

Following the Civil War, the white screwmen remained for a perios the
only organized body of dockworkers. The changing composition of the work
force, the large—-scale entry of Blacks into levee employment, brought
several developments. Blacks made their own efforts at organization,
which resulted in 1872 in a Black longshoremen's union, the Longshoremen's
Protective Union Benevolent Association. In the wake of the depression
of 1873, with severe unemployment on the levee and fierce competition
for jobs, the white Screwmen's union helped found a Black parallel
local: Screwmen's Benevolent Association No. 2. The Black local, formed
in 1875, took shape after employers had used cheaper, unorganized Black
labor to depress the wages of white screwmen; Black dockers were
attacked by whites in race riots. Therefore, "in order to survive,”
observed an historian, the whites helped organize the Black screwmen and
prevailed upon them to accept the following arrangement: “"In return for

equal wages, the colored agreed not to supply more than 100 men for work
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at any one time.” This arrangement generally persisted through the
remainder of the century, racial exclusion coupling with equal pay in

the context a of rapid increase in the number of Black dockworkers and the

screwmen. Changing circumstances were later to contribute to labor's
reconsideration of white-Black work arrangements.30

During the 1880's, aided at times by actual or threatened
sympathetic actions by screwmen, other dock unions emerged: the Cotton
Yardmen (the white local in 1879, the Black local in 1880), Cotton
Teamsters, Coal Wheelers, Round Freight Teamsters, Freight Handlers and
others. On several occasions, as in the July 1880 Cotton Yardmen's

walkout, Black and white engaged jointly in strikes, but racial conflict

also occurred. Black longshoremen struck alomne in March of that year.31
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Relations Between Levee Unions

It was during the 1870's and 1880's that dock unions divided
different stages of the work process. With some, the division of labor
was clear, i.e., between teamsters (who trucked freight on wagons) and
yardmen (who pressed cotton into bales) or screwmen (who stowed cotton
in the ships). But what of the respective areas of responsibility of
screwmen and longshoremen who both stowed cargo (though different
types)? Though linked at the same end of the work process, on the same
ship, above and below the same hatch, these two unions clearly
distinguished separate tasks during the 1870's and 80's: screwmen stowed
cotton and tobacco, longshoremen loaded sugar, rice an other products.

Moreover, they agreed in 1889 that in the course of unloading ships
the screwmen were to do no more than "break out” the cargo. Longshoremen
were to do the actual unloading. Later, in July 1903, when screwmen
insisted on doing all the unloading of the same type of freight they
stowed (cotton and tobacco), longshoremen struck in protest. They stood
by the 1889 agreement. Though the Black and white screwmen felt the 1889
division obsolete, they conceded the issue, white president Robert
Trainor declared, in the spirit of "peace on the riverfront."32

A controversy emerged in September 1903 when employers, pressuring
for simplication of the costly and complex division of work, actively
implemented a contract clause requiring longshoremen "to do such work as
is required of them.” They assigned longshoremen to stow cotton and
tobacco, long the province of screwmen. The longshoremen refused and
were locked out, inducing the screwmen, coal wheelers, cotton and round
freight teamsters of both races to strike sympathetically. Eight

thousand stopped work. They succeeded in restoring the traditiomnal
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division of labor, despite management's consequent lawsuit against the
longshoremen's locals for breach of contract. Before dropping the case,
stevedore Joan B. Honor coliected $2 thousand of a $12 thousand award
in the suit in April 1904, but longshoremen still refused to do
screwmen's work. A prominent leader declared: "We can't think of it.”

Screwmen and other also refused to work earlier in September 1903
while the longshoremen were engaged in an unsuccessful effort to expand
work teams from "four—-in—a-hatch” to eight to better cope with a faster
work pace. Altogether, mutual cooperation on the levee held up two weeks
of commerce in the heart of the busy season. Similarly, dock unions
withdrew their men during Freight Handlers' (1902) and Cotton Teamsters'
(1905) disputes. And though the various unions occassionally competed,
cooperation generally prevailed. A later chapter will show that this

increased after the formation of the Dock and Cotton Council in 1901.33

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Screwmen's Organizations

Behind most efforts at cooperation stood the screwmen's
organizations. A substantial body of source material, particularly on
the white union, suggests their character. Sources indicate that the
Black screwmen, white and Black longshoremen, and other dockworkers,
adopted many of the procedures of the white screwmen's organization.

The white union was open to new applicants over 21 and no older
than 45 years old. (Until 1877 the maximum age for new members was 40).
Candidates submitted an application with a ten dollar fee, and were
required to have the commendation of three members in good standing. The
application fee increased to fifty dollars in 1887, a tremendous jump.
By the late 90's it was down to twenty—five dollars. For nearly fifty
years, the by—laws made no other conditions for applicants beyond the
unwritten implication that they be white and the statutory requirement
that they be decent and moral. In 1894, the union added that the
applicant also be an American citizen. An Investigation Committee
discussed each applicant an reported to the membership for a final
decision. If rejected, the applicant could re-apply after six months.34

For the new member, obligations began with dues, which remained at
fifty cents per month until 1877 when they rose to 75 cents. By 1900,
dues were no longer pegged at a specific figure, but constituted five
percent of the wage, with deductions supervised by the foremen. By 1905,
this generally amounted to $2.25 payable quarterly. Acknowledging the
casuality of labor, the union, however, continued to assess members not
working as screwmen (during the busy season) for the specific sum of 75
cents per month. Until 1887, when the union adopted the percentage

system, unionists paid an additional assessment of fifty cents when a
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member died, twenty—-five cents when a member's wife passed away. After
1887, only members doing non—screwmen's work still paid this additional
Suile 35

Dues payments sustained the organization's benevolent work and paid
the miscel laneous debts: bills for funerals, electricity (for the union
hall: two dollars monthly by 1900), garbage collection (from the hall:
75 cents per barrel in 1898), obituary notices in the Picayune (a dollar
and a half), postage, telegrams. For decades, the white local sent hand-
written reminders to members who fell behind in dues. In 1906, under the
presidency of James Byrnes, the organization devised form letters and
post cards simplifying the procedure. Suspension followed failure to pay
quarterly dues; but two quarters in arrears resulted in being dropped
from the rolls. 36

Benevolence constituted a major function of the white screwmen's
local. Dues, application fees, extra assessments and other funds
supported the rendering of aid to members and their families in cases of
sickness and death. (The other other dock unions operated along similar
lines; the Black longshoremen, for example, used funds "for all things
necessary and legitimate to the carrying out of their humane and

”

benevolent purposes:” funerals, medical care, assistance to widows.)
Throughout the local's history, including the first decade of the
twentieth century, the dispensation of assistance "to such members as
may be reported sick” lay in the hands of Relief Committee.

And if "such members” were in good standing they received a certain
amount of money every week. The amount depended on the times and on the

strength of the union over the years. On weekly basis, sick members got

six dollars between 1867 and 1877, seven dollars between 1877 and 1887,
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four dollars between 1887 and 1894, seven dollars between 1894 and 18S7, and
three and a half dollars in 1897 and just after.37

Coverage at first extended for the duration of illness, but the
union could not long sustain that practice. Therefore, int the 1870's,
it began appointing two physicians, responsible respectively for uptown
and downtown, to verify a member's condition; in 1894, the local imposed
a limit of thirteen weeks for dispensing benefits.38

Financial obligations constituted but one area of membership
requirements. As the white screwmen's local gained strength and the
labor movement evolved, the organization developed a set of work rules
which it required members to follow and sought to incorporate in
contracts. Over time, the membership card became a "working card”
entitling the bearer to privileges and holding him accountable tot he
rules. The earliest statutes said little about the work process itself.
But the 1877 constitution mentioned for the first time that no member-
foreman could hire non-members, and no member could work beside a non-
member. To guarantee compliance, the local set up a "Labor Committee”
with investigatory powers. In the 1880's, a set of rules appeared
delineating the length of the working day (7 AM to noon, 1 PM to 5 of
1:30 to 5:30), the scope of overtime, and the maximum number of bales
each man could stow: 75 in a day, 38 in half a day, 19 in a quarter of a
day.

In the event of discharge for labor deemed unsatisfactory by
management, the rules obligated a work gang to remain on the job until
the local's Labor Committee, together with a member chosen by the

employer, could investigate. The rules sought to protect members, and to

ensure that labor's voice be heard in assessing the quality of work.
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Labor tried to incorporate rules of this type in contracts with
management: otherwise they meant little. When Black and white uniocns
began to collaborate more closely in the early 1890's and early 1900's,
the rules were drawn by a "Joint Conference” of each dock trade. The
Conference worked out contracts with employers. The rules in the 1900-
1910 period were quite specific, requiring a closed shop, disciplining
of members who accepted less than their deserved pay, stipulating the
size of gangs and length of the working day. The 1892 Black and white
longshoremen's rules, for example, forbade members from taking on new
work after 5 PM, though their day lasted until 6. These rules enjoined
foremen to hire none but union members, as did the white—-Black screw-
men's rules in 1903, 1908 and 1909.

Contracts generally included the closed shop, at least on paper,
and reflected compromise over the size of gangs, amount of work, number
of hours, and rate of wages. Dock unions regularly insisted upon, and
were conceded, contractual acknowledgement of their mutual interests.
Rule 2 of the 1908 screwmen's contract, for instance, recognized their
right to strike sympathetically with any "regularly organized and
recognized Union connected with the shipping interest of the Port of New
Orleans;” but the same contract prohibited sympathetic actions with

anyone else. The principle remained in the screwmen's contract as late as

1917.39
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Style and Values

Solidarity derived from the fraternal and benevolent purposes of
the Black and white organizations, and the developing need to act
jointly in encounters with management. As late as 1907, union meetings
were conducted along the lines of secret societies. In many cases,
unions met at the halls of such societies: 0dd Fellows, Masons,
Pythians. They barred the press from most meetings; newspaper accounts
relied upon observation, official statements, and the (often quite
fertile) imagination of journalists standing outside. Dock unions
generally invoked the obligation adopted in the mid-nineteenth century by
the white screwmen to keep union business strictly secret.

Thus, admitted the Picayume in 1903, actual dock union decisions
were often difficult to report: "The difficulty...lies in the secrecy of
the labor organizations, which are really secret societies, and which
guard their business strictly.” Reporters seeking entry to a Black-white
cotton yardmen's strike meeting in 1905 were barred at the door by
sentinels of both races. Seeking to arzue their case in the 1903 dispute
over the number of men constituting a longshoremen's gang, stevedores
John B. Honor and William Kearney were barred from a meeting (to which
key white longshoremen had been admitted) of the Black local. A Black
member asked: "Did they really expect to get in? Are they members of the
Longshoremen? Have they cards? We did not recognize the names, when sent
in, as being on our membership list.”

Oscar Ameringer spoke at dock union meetings in the 1907 strike,
during which tremendous pressure was exerted to break the levee
organizations. 0f the Black locals, he remembered an intensification of

security precautions:
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Coming to the door, behind which the union was in session, I
would rap three times. A shutter would open. Through the round
opening, two large white eyeballs and a husky voice would
inquire who was the stranger knocking at the door, and what
was his mission?...

There followed some sharp knocks on an inner door. More
mysterious whispering. By and by, someone gave a little
marble—-topped table a number of sharp knocks with a wooden
gavel, and shortly thereafter, four guards armed with long
spears appeared at the outer gate and escorted me into the
inner sanctuary.

At critical meetings, consensus and unity inspired dramatic
expressions, as in a gathering of the Black longshoremen's local in
1903:

..The closing act of the meeting was the singing of the old

rally hymn of the organization, and every man in the hall

joined in. The swell of voices could be heard for blocks away.

It sounded like a revival meeting broken loose in the
Longshoremen's Hall...

Mutual concern began with benevolence, with sick benefits and
visits, with funeral coverage. But the mutual benefit of workers meant
more than this: it acquired a moral dimension.

The white screwmen called upon members to always treat each other

with "due delicacy and respect,” to avoid "all ungenerous remarks or
sarcastic language,” to act in a spirit of "harmony, benevolence and
union” in promoting “"concord and good fellowship.” The perpetutation of
"the bonds of Unity and Brotherhood"” was a "duty of every member of this
Association,” the union declared in 1877. Further, members ought “to aid
each other” in and out of the union: any man "who shall injure or
attempt to injure a brother member shall be construed as violating the

bonds of brotherhood.”

Joint Black-white screwmen's rules in 1908 listed several
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violations of discipline: taking or receiving bribes, working while "in

a state of intoxication,” fighting and insulting other members,
blackmail, coming drunk to meetings, and "using profane or indecent
language.” As far back as 1867, the screwmen's union had characterized
drunkenness as a breach of discipline. In 1908, Black union leader
Thomas Le Blanc denounced the frequenting of "dives” by many a Black
docker, but noted ironically that such places were run by "white people
who claim to be his superior.”

In dockworkers' organizations, trade unionism encouraged civil

behavior, honesty, integrity and solidarity. 41
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Funerals

When a dock union subsidized a worker's funeral it performed an
inestimable service to his family. Funerals occupied a large share of
union resources. Every dock union had a "Burial Society” or committee
entrusted with filing an obituary, arranging for a ceremony, contracting
with a band, notifying the membership. The larger union elected two
burial societies, for the "Upper and Lower Districts” (uptown and
downtown) respectively. White locals often used P.J. Donegan's funeral
parlor, Black organizations made arrangements with the undertaker George
Geddes (whose one-time clerk was longshoreman William Penn).

Funeral costs were too high for workers' families to afford. P.J.
Donegan charged nearly four dollars for a carriage, twenty-five dollars
for a coffin, twenty dollars for embalming, five dollars for opening and
closing a grave. A funeral might well tally a hundred dollars in
expenses. The unions foot the bill, the weaker organizatioms obviously
less able to provide a fixed sum of money to the family of the departed.
Dock organizations commonly covered a portion of the expenses for the
funeral of a member's wife.

Members of the white screwmen's local assembled an hour before a
funeral and went together to the home of the deceased carrying the
union's "Banner” - a silver star on a blue background - and wearing blue
uniforms with a silver star over the breast. (The uniforms were also
worn on Labor Day). Funeral carriages were driven by members of the
Carriage Drivers union. When that union struck in 1905, Black and white

dockworkers' organizations boycotted non—union drivers for funeral

processions.42

Funerals of especially popular white dock leaders were also
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attended by Black workers (though evidence showing the reverse could not
be found). When white screwmen's president Robert Trainor died in 1904,
Blacks came to the services. After white longshoremen's president Chris
Scully died in 1910, Black and white longshoremen’s locals stopped work
at noon the day of his funeral; services drew members of the unions
belonging to the interracial Dock and Cotton Council.

Like other Black working-class organizations, Black dock locals
commonly hired a band to play at funerals of departed members. Funeral
marches also gave opportunity to perform (and earn extra income) to
Black dock and other workers who moonlighted as musicians. The funerals
of Black cotton yardmen, teamsters and screwmen at the turn of the
century brought exposure to such players of the new, locally incubated
blues-spiritual-march—derived music as the trumpeter Buddy Bolden. If
the departed had belonged to several unions or clubs - "Masons, 0dd
Fellows, Tulane or Zulu Club, the Vidalia, Veterans, Charity, and a few
more" — each organization might supply a band for the funeral, and the
streets would swell with music.

The funeral processions of Black dockworkers therefore demanded
muscians of great stamina and strength. Musicians who performed levee or
physical labor had the advantage. A contemporary construction worker-
musician held that a true practicioner of the new music had "to be a
working class man, out in the open all the time, healthy and strong.”
Only a "working man” had "the power to play hot™: "You see, the average

working man is very musicalJA3
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Social Activities of Levee Unions

As union members, dockworkers participated in parades, sports,
picnics, and social events, nearly all of which were segregated by 1900.
Levee locals conducted festivals at the Fair Grounds. Unions regularly
sponsored dances at Screwmen's Hall (owned by the white local), 0dd
Fellows Hall (headquarters of several Black dock locals and of the
Central Labor Union), and Longshoremen's Hall (where the Black longshore
local met). Unions of both races organized dance festivals and contests
at these sites.

Performers like Buddy Bolden made their reputations at labor-hosted
and union—-sponsored social functions in halls "where for a dollar you
could dance to music made by your neighbors.” Though an occasional lawn
party (in the Irish Channel, hosted by dock leader Joe Sullivan) was
interracial, activities outside the workplace were generaily segregated.
White union members relaxed at Finnin's Cafe, Blacks at Tony's bar.
When, during a 1903 work stoppage, a white—only restaurant offered free
soup and beer to both Black and white strikers, "they did not dine at
the same table."%4

By 1900, Labor Day parades and picnics, held on a massive scale,
had also fallen victim to segregation. Joy Jackson points out that
interracial parades of dock and other workers took place occasionally
during the 1880's: "In 1881 two thousand white and Negro union members
marched together in the funeral procession of Negro laborer killed during
an outbreak of strike violence.”

But Jim Crow prevailed by 1900, notwithstanding efforts by Black
union leaders to revive joint white-Black parades and celebrations.

Still, the Labor Day festivities of whites and Blacks marked on
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important public occasion for the union members and their families.

Unions commonly turned out en masse on Labor Day. Marching in
contingents, workers wore blue or white uniforms and comstructed floats
representative of their trades. Brewery workers drove beer wagons, levee
scalemen piled scales and sacks of coffee and rice onto floats, round
freight teamsters did the same with hogsheads of sugar, and cotton
teamsters did likewise with bales of cotton. Union officers rode
carriages in the contingents.

The Labor Day parades of the affiliates of the Black Central Labor
Union (whose leaders were levee unionists) found dock locals at the very
front in 1904, 1906, and 1907: in 1904, dock locals constituted the
Black parade's first six contingents. White dock locals made up
considerable sections of the Central Trades and Labor Council marches,
but were not necessarily at the head of the parade. Longshoremen were
second in line im 1903, but screwmen were seventh, and freight handlers
nineteenth.45

Each contingent in the Black and white parades hired a band
sanctioned by the muscians' union (though use of non—union bands was
permitted when no union bands were available). Bands were essential to
the participating organizations: the white longshoremen's and screwmen's
locals declined to march on Labor Day in 1906 because they couldn't
afford the rates charged by union bands.

Parading in the contingents of Black unions on Labor Day again
afforded exposure for players of the new music: "In this important
yearly parade each union had its own brass band. Nearly every musician
in the city would have marched and some were probably imported from the

country towns and plantations.” (The last job - a breakdown and insanity
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soon followed — of the fabled Buddy Bolden, hero of the dances at Long-
shoremen's Hall, was in fact the 1906 Labor Day parade of the Black
Central Labor Union ). According to the Picayune, marchers in 1906 could
be seen "prancing to the music with fancy steps.” Here again, the
musician were workers:

«.There was something fine, something proud about watching
those men, transformed from draymen and porters, barbers and
stévedores, into bandsmen who could play that musiz:6 who wore
uniforms that sported three rows of brass buttons.

Labor Day picnics drew entire families to hear speeches, eat,
dance, drink, and participate in various recreational activities. Each
union sponsored events: sprints for men, women and children, rabbit-
catching, greased pig chasing, baseball games and baseball-throwing
contests. Rufus Ruiz, popular white longshoreman, easily captured the
Dock and Cotton Council's hundred yard dash in 1904; though aged 39, he
"burned the wind.” The Black freight handlers held a banquet, instead of
a picnic, for members and their families in 1905.

Women attended Labor Day events as trade unionists, in the Garment,
Shirtwaist, and Domestic Helpers (Black) unions; as members of
auxiliaries, such as Ladies Longshoremen Benevolent Association and
Cotton Yardmen's Aid (both Black) and others; and as community and
family members. Social festivities helped inspire a family spirit of
labor's togetherness. Later, in 1907, dockworkers' families would
support the levee strike in ways demonstrative of a commitment that far

exceeded participation in picnics.47

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Fraternity

Dockworkers engaged in organized activity outside their unions as
well. They belonged to clubs, societies and churches in the early
twentieth century. Evidence suggests that many, white and Black, were
active in fraternal organizations: the 0dd Fellows, Druids, Knights of
Pythias, Masons, Eagles, Moose and Elks. (In 1894 the Catholic Church
condemned three secret societies: the 0dd Fellows, Sons of Temperance
and Knights of Pythias). White longshoremen's president Chris Scully
held membership in the Woodmen of the World, while former president
Harry Keegan belonged to the Orders of Moose and Eagles. Prominent
freight handlers' leader James Murphy was active in the Knights of Honor
and the Ancient Order of Hibernians. Nor was he the only dockworker in
an organization based on nationality: fraternal societies of Italianms,
Germans, and Portuguese also drew participation of levee laborers.

White dockworkers were members of a variety of other groups.
Screwman Edward Paul was a Knight Templar, his co-worker Emile Martin a
member of the Orphans' Aid Association, longshoreman Edward Ryan a
participant in the Washington Avenue Swells Social Club. Longshoreman
Oscar Patterson ran the Iona Social Club.48

Fostering economic and racial solidarity after the Civil War, Black
fraternal societies also drew dockworkers at the turn of the
century in New Orleans. August Meier submits: "Their activities
probably reflect the thinking of the inarticulate majority better than
any other organizations or the statements of editors and other
publicists.” W.E.B. Du Bois traced fraternal organizations among Blacks
to the attempted suppression of the Afro—American church under slavery

and the consequent rise of secret organizations for burying the dead.
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From these organizations were derived other cooperative groups,
hospitals, cemetaries, orphanages. And Black trade union locals carried
over certain features of secret societies, consequent both to old tradtiomns
and contemporary anti-union activities of employers. By the middie of
the first decade of the twentieth century, over four thousand Black
Louisanians belonged to the Grand United Order of 0dd Fellows. Over six
thousand were in the Knights of Pythias; membership reached nine
thousand in 1908-1909.

Cottou yardman Isom G. Wynn, a foremost trade unionist and public
figure in the city, was a leading Odd Fellow for several decades. He
represented his lodge at national gatherings of the Order. Screwmen's
leader T.P. Woodland organized lodges in New Orleans and around the
state, including an "Industrial Lodge" in Bossier City; in 1904, he was
District Grand Master for Louisiana. Albert Workman, who became
president of the Black screwmen's local at the end of the decade, held a
top post in the Order's "John and Jacob Lodge.” Longshoremen's president
William Penn, who died in 1902, hold membership in a host of societies:
Friendship Benevolent, Pure Friendship Association, Pilgrim Tabernacle,
Young Men's Hope Benevolent, Young Men's Mutual Benevolent, United Order

of Brothers and Sisters of Love, and others.49
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Church

Church-going dockworkers attended Catholic, Lutheran, Methodist and
Baptist houses of worship at the turn of the century. White levee
workers were Catholic in the majority. Ethnic aliegiances emerged in
Catholic membership: Italians often attended St. Mary's, Irish joined
St. Patrick's and St. Joseph's, Germans went to Holy Trinity.
Dockworkers participated in Catholic organizations: longshoremen's leader
Harry Keegan was in the Knights of Columbus and the Holy Names and Ushers
Society of Our Lady of Good Council Church. Thomas Brahney and Edward
Powers, of the white cotton yardmen's local,and James Fitzgerald of the
white Screwmen, belonged to local societies of St. Vincent de Paul.
Leading screwman Thomas Harrison, one of the most important labor
leaders in the city, and screwman—brewery worker Thomas Gannon held
positions of honor in the mammoth golden anniversary celebration of St.
Alphonsus Church in May 1908.

A number of German dockworkers belonged to Lutheran churches. Jacob
Klundt, Cotton Yardmaen's leader, attended the First English Lutheran
Church, as did screwman Frederick Rubin, while yardman Henry Landwehr
belonged to St. Paul's Evangelical and screwman Charles Hartmann went to
50

Congregational Lutheran.

The New Orleans Catholic weekly, the Morning Star, expressed pro-~

labor sentiments at several points in the early 1900's. Though locating
in contemporary levee disputes "an absence of the Christian spirit of
charity on both sides,” the paper supported labor's demands:

All attempts at arbitration are futile until capital comes to

a realization of the fact that the so-called dignity of labor

is a farce and an insult unless it is based upon dollars and

centse.

The paper urged employers to "fight Socialism” by being "just
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and Christian—like, to let the poor feel in a practical way tha he is
truly your brother; there is more wisdom and more soul in this method
than in all arbitration laws and injunction planks.” In July 1908, the
paper printed without comment a speech contending labor unrest to be an
expression of

a working class struggle; it is sordid; it is material; it is
really a struggle of the 'have-not' against the 'haves.' Let
if be so; so every struggle from the beginning has been. And
howsoever we may disguise or try to disguise it, short of the
possession of a certain modicum of material comfort, their is
neither chance nor opportunity of spiritual and mental
development. There must first be some degree of material
confort.

The "trouble about the rich,” editorialized the Catholic weekly in

February 1908,
is that basking in their seeming security they ignore the fact
that wealth carries along with it an awful responsibility, a
burden which must be discharged according to the law of
Christ.
Violation of that responsibility - "corporate greed"” and "business

dishonesty” consequent to "departure from the principles of Christ” -

led to the Panic of 1907.51

Such sentiments did not prevent the Morning Star from endorsing

white supremacy, condemning miscegenation or “"race suicide”, and
perpetuating "the memories” of the Confederacy's "great generals and
heroes.” Post—-Civil War developments brought segregation into New
Orleans Catholicism, with a resulting "decrease in the number of Negroes
affiliated with the Catholic Church” (though the establishment of a Jim
Crow Catholic church for Blacks evoked strong protests from Afro—Ameri-

can organizations in 1895). Many Blacks joined Protestant churches.
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Sources indicate that Black dock locals had special relationships
with Methodist churches in the city. Churches, assessed by W.E.B. Du
Bois at the turn of the century as “"the real units of race life,”
conducted annual salutes to each Black dockworkers' local. Huge crowds,
inciuding unionists and their families, filled Union Chapel, First
Street Methodist, Wesleyan, Mt. Zion and Leharpe Street churches to hear
levee leaders report on the status of the unions. Highly-respected
longshoreman James E. Porter included an analysis of the Black local's
financial health in his report at Union Chapel in 1899. "Great numbers”
of longshoremen attended the program at Wesleyan Chapel in 1906. Such
outstanding leaders as E.S. Swan (longshoreman), I.G. Wynn {(cotton
yardman), T.R. Le Blanc (freight handler), Joseph Coats (cotton team—
ster), and Alonzo Ellis (screwman) addressed congregations in the early
twentieth century. (The head of the small, Black, Scalemen's union in
the perios was the Reverand Joseph Morehead.)

Refreshments followed the union reports, pertinent sermons, and
formalities. First Street Church appointed a "a little miss” to present
the Black freight handlers' local with a banner and flag during the 1906
special services. Afterwards, "the ladies of the First Church
furnished lemonade and cake free to the great audience.” The Mt. Zion
choir greeted the cotton teamsters with a special performance in 1907,
after which "the ladies"” served "light refreshments” to the union
members and their families.52
Though reporting favorably on trade union-church ties in the city,

the local Black Methodist Southwestern Christian Advocate did not always

support the labor movement. Edited by the Reverans Robert E. Jones, a

leader "of every big movement by the race in New Orleans for the past ten
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years" (according to the Crisis in 1916), the Advocate was militantly
anti-segregation at the same time that it condemned the "agitation of
labor unions” for the harm caused cotton commerce by the strike of 1907.
It warned against strikes and boycotts. Such activities would turn the
public against unions, eroding the sympathy won in the past: "...Then
there will be a dark day for unionism.” Ultimately, however, the main
problems - “the Labor, the Negro and the Saloon questions” - were
"embraced in the one question, namely the bringing of mankind to Jesus

Christ, whom to know aright is life eternal."53

In New Orleans, all levee issues would converge in the productivity
controversy. Dock labor was seasonal and uncertain, the "shape-up”
hiring system competitive. Interaction among the workers nevertheless
fostered mutual reliance, imbued with a fraternal morality of
solidarity.

The work process originally united contiguous tasks and skills.
Technology threatened to obliterate the most respected and valued of the
crafts, cotton stowing. Trade union strength sustained that most crucial
and apparently outdated category, the screwmen. Labor upheld traditiomnal
work divisions through the early nineteenth century, despite steady
pressure from management. Employers sought increasingly to do away with
the best—-organized, most respected workers whose union had always backed
the others. Elimination of the screwmen would make the organization -
and control - of riverfront work easier and cheaper, depriving the
unions of their traditional buttress.

Labor solidarity of course did not follow inevitably from the
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nature of the work or the pressures of the moment. It was hammered out
in experience. Surely, the trades were interdependent. But this was the
"nadir” and cooperation between white and Black did not come easily.

The most important divisions on the levee, moreover, were between the
races, not the trades. The next chapter will examine the development of
cooperation.

The dockers who created and experienced what came to be known as
"half and half” were real people: union members, activists in
organizations, church goers, athletes, musicians.

Life did not end when they left the workplace, though it was the
levee that brought them all together. Shaping, and shaped by, their
social activities, traditions and concerns, unionists on the levee faced
the city's commercial fathers more directly than other workers.
Dockworkers were active men whose trade unionism confronted the South's

fundamental precept: it brought the two races together.
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Chapter I1I: Half and Half

...The whites had to amalgamate with the negroes or lose
everything.

Thomas Harrison, white screwman, 1908
We were tired of being used as an instrument to starve our
brother workmen, the white nen.

Alonzo Ellis, Black screwman, 1903
The walking foreman shall hire half and half of the above-
named Associations, shall distribute them equally in each
hatch abreast of each other.

Rules of the Screwmen's Benevolent

Association and Screwmen's Benevolent
Association No. 1 (Colored), 19021

During the early twentieth century, the "half and half"” principle
prevailed on the levee. Generally, it signified the equal sharing of work
between white Black locals in each trade. At the very least, it connoted
interracial cooperation to some degree - even if not quite equal - to
prevent employers from using the workers of one race to undermine the
other's working conditions. Work-sharing arrangements in the early 1900's
sought to ensure the simultaneous employment of both Black and white
men. The alternate hiring of Black or white workers in the mid-90's had
contributed to the 1894 levee race riots and the weakening of the
unions.

But the "half and half” agreements went beyond the division of
work: during the latter part of the "nadir,” white and Black dockworkers
formed joint bodies, put forward joint demands, appointed joint
negotiating teams, spoke in alternating sequence at meetings,

constituted Black-white "juries” in intra-union judgements, and
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generally refused to take a single step on any issue without interracial
agreement.

The issue of dockworkers' productivity, of the city's competiveness
with other ports, became paramount in the early twentieth century. City
administrations, shipping corporations, railroad companies, newspaper
publishers and cotton merchants raised the alarm: the city would decline
and all its citizens would suffer unless dockworkers labored harder and
faster to send out more cotton on more ships. Anything that was

considered an obstruction to productivity — especially the "half and

half” agreements — became increasingly controversial.

One scholar concludes that the 1894-95 levee race riots, rooted
in jobs competition after the 1893 financial collapse, marked the demise
of local labor cooperation. The 1892 general strike, writes David P.
Bennetts, ended labor's "golden era in New Orleans.” After the mid-90's,
Black dockworkers "drifted away from the unions,” and came to an
accomodation with employers. According to Bennetts, they followed “"the
direction of Booker T. Washington and his pro—employer, anti-union
policies.” Thus, Washington's 1899 visit to the city was in fact
sponsored by the Black longshoremen. Where "half and half"” arrangements
thereafter occurred, Bennetts contended, whites often dominated and used
them for their own purposes.

Indeed, in this regard, the white locals failed to agree that half
of the foremen should be Black: the subject will be discussed below.
Bennetts also observed that the

cotton yardmen's agreement provided that each two man team be

composed of one Negro and one white worker. But if a third man
were needed in the crew, the agreement stipulated that he
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always be white.

He further noted that in the early twentieth century, when Black
workers became the majority of levee job-seekers, "half and half”
discriminated against them by continuing to provide half the work to
whites. Further, Bennetts pointed out that joint meetings held under the
"half and half” principles often found the delegates segregated in the
hall. Blacks rarely became heads of joint committees.

Nevertheless, as a local Black unionist wrote W.E.B. Du Bois
in 1902, the "half and half" approach in New Orleans promoted "unity of
action among the longshoremen generally of that port.” "Half and half”
became a trade union instrument against wage—cutting and strikebreaking.
Though its application reflected white supremacy in the "padir,” "half
and half" arose to answer the racial splitting of white supremacist
employers in ways the latter often found it difficult to fathom. And
though its practice may not always have been truly equal, it diverged
enough from what was expected to incur bitter hostility from those
employers, the press, and local officials.2

Moreover, while Black dockworkers did not necessarily find or seek
in "half and half" a road to equality, many had substantial experience
in resisting certain broader incursions of segregation and had strong
feelings on the matter. Mutual white-Black competition, the ruinous
experience of division, resistance to speed-up, and an on—-going effort
by local Blacks for livable conditions sustained cooperation. This
chapter will trace the unfolding of "half and half” in the years leading

up to the 1907 general strike.
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v

Half and Half

Work—sharing arrangements between white and Black dockworkers dated
back to the 1870's. The white screwmen helped established a Black local
in 1875 to prevent the use of Blacks as strikebreakers and to preserve
their own monopoly on levee jobs. The work-sharing arrangement fashioned
in 1875 limited the number of Black screwmen at work at any one time to
a hundred. As Lester Rubin notes, the plan guaranteed whites the lion's
share of jobs. Though white and Black worked for equal wages, their
employment opportunities were unequal.

Greater numbers of Black Orleanians sought levee work through the
rest of the nineteenth century. During the mid-90's, employers began
hiring Black screwmen in excess of the one-hundred man limit. White
screwmen struck in protest. Shipping agents, no partisans of equality,
replaced them entirely with Black workers. Violent attacks by white
screwmen in 1894-95 produced many casualties and several deaths. The
militia came in to restore calm, shooting white strikers in the process.
Afterwards, management pledged to re—establish the white monopoly on
jobs, but instead hired Blacks or whites alternately whenever a dispute
arose. The racially separate locals in each trade cooperated little, if
at all.

Despite an overstatement of the number of deaths, Oscar Ameringer
provided a useful description of the state of affairs in the mid-90's:

When the Negroes struck, the cry went up from the white man's

sanctum, rostrum and pulpit: "White men, assert your

supremacy, rescue your jobs from the niggers,” and white dock
workers asserted their supremacy by scabbing and breaking the
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strike. This went on until both whites and blacks got down to
sow-belly wages. In one of these last affairs, the white-
supremacy strikers killed some ninety black strike breakers,

where upon the white—supremacy militia of white—supremacy

Louisiana shot hell out of a similar number of white—supremacy

strikers.

The experience led dock unions to consider how they might respond
to management's policy. It was in the wake of the violent, divisive
encounters of the mid-90's, that dockworkers eveolved the approach known
as "half and half.” The race riots of 1894-95 became the point of
reference for Black-white cooperation in the early twentieth century.

The early "half and half" experience can best be treated by

examining white—Black cooperation in the levee disputes prior to the

1907 general longshore strike.
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“Half and Half" Among the Longshoremen

The longshoremen adopted the levee's first agreement dividing the
work equally between Black and white in 1885. The two locals further
agreed on a common contract and the same wage: fifty cents an hour. In
1892, under the leadership of James Porter and Rufus Ruiz, Black and
white longshoremen reiterated the understanding. The phrasing of their
“"half and half" accord presaged that of all such levee compacts:

The stevedore or foreman shall hire half and half members of

the Above named Associations. The stevedore or foreman shall

distribute them equally inside and outside, and on the deck.

The locals each chose twelve delegates to a joint committee of
24. They pledged in 1892 to furnish each other, as well as the other
levee unions, with their respective membership lists four times a year.

But the 1894-95 racial tensions on the docks disrupted the
longshoremen's "half and half" agreement. In support of the white
screwmen's effort to limit the number of Black screwmen, the white
longshoremen refused to work with their Black counterparts. White
longshore foremen hired men at a ratio of six whites for every Black, a
violation of "half and half” principles. Black local president E.S. Swan
concluded that only by offering their
labor for lower pay ~ forty cents an hour instead of fifty - might
Blacks regain equal access to employment. David Paul Bennetts observes:
"Employers all along the levee began hiring Negroes at the reduced rate
and jubilantly predicted that the only course left open to the white
workers was to lower their charges.”

Wages for all workers were indeed lowered to forty cents. On

December 19, 1894 every white worker in the port quit the levee in
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protest. The very next day, however, the Black and white longshoremen
met and reaffirmed mutual fidelity to "half and half.” Nonetheless,
wages in some shipping lines remained down and employers continued to
hire Blacks more cheaply, counting, as Bennetts put it, on their
"uncertainty of finding work at the union rate alongside white workers
who would betray them if necessary."4

And it was this, according to Bennetts, that led Black longshoremen
to acquiesce in the cheap labor policies of employers, and to support the
anti-union views of Booker T. Washington. Whites thereafter pictured
Black co-workers as "employer—oriented,” an image which Bennetts found
"more accurate in New Orleans after 1894 than it had been in the
1880's."

But, in fact, Black longshoremen did not become anti-union nor did
they "rely even more on the paternalism of the employer” as Bennetts
suggests, but rather in the period 1901-1906 succeeded, with the whites,

5

in adding new dimensions to cooperation.
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The 1901 Longshoremen's Strike

When the 250 "grain trimmers,” members of the longshoremen's
unions, demanded fifty cents an hour in the late summer of 1901, the
Black and white locals resolved to strike any shipping line or stevedore
failing to recognize union wages and conditions. On September 12 they
struck, two thousand strong: the Black and white screwmen at the same
time pledged solidarity with the longshoremen (by refusing to accept
cotton from strike-breakers). The Coal Wheelers, Central Labor Union,
and the Central Trades and Labor Council declared support. The Carpen—
ters' union refused to work on the ships of the struck Harrison and
Leyland Lines.

The longshoremen's "Joint Conference Committee” of 24 directed the
strike from the headquarters of the Central Labor Union. Black and white
men staffed the office. Many Black and white strikebreakers quit work
and joined the striking locals. Management failed to recruit Black
roustabouts to replace strikers. The unorganized roustabouts, reported
the Picayune, said "they are pledge to refuse to work on the ships, in
the places of longshoremen, white and black.”

So difficult was the recruitment of strikebreakers that the Leyland
Line's M.J. Sanders put the following ad on the front page of the city
dailies on September 20:

Wanted

250 Steady Laborers, White and Colored, for work on the

Leyland-West India Steamers.

The Company Guarantees to pay to each Man at least Fifty

Dollars Per Month and will contract for twelve months or

longer. The rate of pay to be the same as the Cromwell Line,

30 cents an hour for day work and 40 cents for overtime.
This means seventeen days work each month guaranteed all
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year round, and more time can be made if desired.
Apply and sign contract at the office of the Company, Room
5, Cotton Exchange Building.

The Sanders' move elicited applications from many, but a number of
the new men came over to the strike: Sanders charged that they were
intimidated.

Ultimately, the longshoremen won their ten-day strike. All firms
signed contracts. The strike made a deep impression on shipping agents.
One told the Picayune that he had rarely seen a walkout so carefully
managed and planned. He "said that the men had everybody organized and

he could get nobody to work. "®
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Emergence of the Dock and Cotton Council

Immediately after the successful, unified longshoremen's action came
the birth of the most important "half and half” mechanism on the levee:
the Dock and Cotton Council. The Council united levee unions,
particularly those involved in cotton handling, and drew delegates on a
strict basis of half-white, half-Black. The 1901 longshoremen's walkout
directly preceded its formation, but the Council was not the product of
a spontaneous brainstorm. Indeed, over a three year period, the levee
unions had taken tentative steps toward interracial collaboration to
overcome, in the Picayune's words, "the unsatisfactory ending of the big
strike of 1894."

Organized on October 4, 1901, the COuncil was described at its
inception as "a gigantic combination.” The Council respired on
principles of solidarity, declaring its purpose "to protect all the
labor on the river front and in the cotton yards in case of any assault
onany particular part of it.”

Seventy—-two delegates, 36 of each race, represented levee labor in
the Dock and Cotton Council. Oscar Ameringer, who attended COuncil
sessions in 1907, recalled:

And just as jobs on the docks had been divided fifty-fifty,

between the races, so the offices of the Dock and Cotton

Council were divided fifty—-fifty. Delegates addressed each

other as "brother.” The division of officers was on the

following order: President — white; Vice-President - black;

Financial Secretary — white; Corresponding Secretary - black;

and so on.

The Council's first president was P. Murphy, a white screwman;
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James Porter served as secretary. Leaders in 1903 included president

Harry Keegan (white longshoreman), vice-president James Moore (Black
screwman), recording secretary Porter, financial secretary Peter Clark
(white cotton yardman), and treasurer John Reilly (white screwman). John
Keith (white yardman), P.A. Graham (Black cotton teamster) and Edward
Wiley (Black coal wheeler) constituted the "Financial Committee.” Equal
Rights League member and screwman A.J. Ellis joined the Financial
Committee in 1904; that year yardman and political activist Fred Grosz
became Council president and Black teamster Joseph Coats vice-president.
Generally, the foremost dock leaders were among the delegates to the
Council. In 1908 these included white unionists Rufus Ruiz, Chris Scully
and James Byrnes, and Black unionists I.G. Wynn, A.J. Ellis, E.S. Swan
and James E. Porter.

By 1903 the Council embraced eight organizations with ten thousand
members: the unions of white screwmen, longshoremen, and yardmen; the
organizations of Black screwmen, longshoremen, and yardmen; and, the
Cotton Teamsters and Coal Wheelers, whose members were Black.7

With the exception of the latter two, these unions conducted "half
and half" arrangements of both work and organization. The Dock and
Cotton Council oversaw the organizational, collaborative side of "half
and half”. It helped ensure that unions abided by the agreements.
Member—-unions informed the Council of their relations with management.
The Council aided in negotiations and sanctioned appropriate measures of
assistance. After 1901, levee labor therefore possessed a consultative,

coordinating mechanism whose strength could be brought to bear in criti-
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cal situations. The Dock and Cotton Council was the body with the power
to call a general strike of the port.

Dock Council efforts at common action and cooperation extended
beyond the city. In May 1903 it initiated a convention of Southern
dockworkers in New Orleans to establish common wage demands and end
mutual "throat cutting.” Delegates came from Galveston, Port Arthur,
Mobile, Pensacola and Vera Cruz, Mexico; Charleston, Norfolk and Newport
News unions cabled their support. Of interest was the Picayune's
observation that New Orleans levee men sometimes worked in major nearby
ports when Crescent City trade slowed: "There are men who hold cards in
both Galveston and New Orleans organizations.”

The Dock and Cotton Council went all out for the convention.
Member-organizations delegated fifty representatives. Though the
unification of Southern port workers promised, in the Picayune's
opinion, "to be one of the most significant moves in the labor world in
recent times,” it fell short. Other Southern unions were not as strong
as their New Orleans counterparts. In 1907, the Dock and Cotton Council

would renew its efforts.8
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Further Experiences of Longshoremen's Cooperation

Cooperation among Black and white longshoremen, and between them
and other levee workers, continued to develop in both organized and
spontaneous forms. A wildcat walkout in sympathy with striking freight
handlers in 1902 found white and Black longshoremen marching off the
wharf together, "in a body.”9

September 1903 brought a bitter dispute over the size of longshore-
men's gangs. For years, gangs of four men had worked each side of a
hatch. The unions' Joint Committee in 1903 insisted on retaining the
four-on—-a-side (eight—in—a—hatch) work practice. But employers contended
that half that number were sufficient, and proposed that the number of
men be left open in the contract. On September 4, the shipping compa-
nies locked out the longshoremen.

The Picayune warned that if the unions' insistence on "eight-in-a-
hatch “"without regard to the amount of room under the hatches, or to
the character of the work"” were conceded, shippers would have no choice
but to do business elsewhere. During the controversy, shippers tried to
set up a new levee union whose prospective members would perform all the
tasks of screwmen, longshoremen and freight handlers, thus rendering
obsolete the unions of those trades. Agents emphasized that they wanted
“an independent union of Levee workers” to "handle the port's shipping
without recurring trouble.” 10

Great pressure was put on the longshoremen. On September 9, the
United Fruit Company diverted 23 railroad cars of fruit to Mobile, for

shipping to Bocas del Toro, Belize and Port Limon. That night, Black and

white longshoremen jammed every inch of space in the Black local's hall
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(with many unable to get in) and emphatically rejected the agents'
proposal to cut the size of work gangs.

Agents and stevedores threatened court action for losses resulting
from the dispute and took steps to recruit repalcements. But, Black
longshoreman E.S. Swan explained, the men needed to have four-to—a-side,
"eight-in—a-hatch;” their work was as hard as that in "a penitentiary":
"We are not asking for more money but for more help.”

The white and Black locals' joint statement of September 10
expressed concern for the health of the port, denying any intention to
disrupt business: "...Upon the commerce of the port depends the living
and sustenance of ourselves, our wives and our children.” But
longshoremen should not "be reduced to a condition a little less than

slavery.” If agents chose "to work a man to death,” then perhaps "it

would be better” that commerce "go elsewhere."11
The unions, however, did not get what they wanted. Legal threats
and employer determination compelled them to concede. The new contract
called for the number of men in a hatch to be left up to the foreman.
Since the foremen were union members, labor scored a partial victory, but
management had made it quite clear tht "eight-in—-a-hatch” were generally
“unnecessary” and would not be accepted. With the new agreement,
employer threats of legal action for damages in the lockout were shelved.
The joint mass meeting called to vote on the concession was perhaps
the largest dockworkers' meeting held up to that point in New Orleans.

Chaired by Black local president John B. Williams, the meeting

incorporated the "fifty-fifty"” principle into the rules of order: "The

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



124

whites and blacks took turn about in speaking and no advantage was shown

either side."12

Several controversies put the longshoremen's "half and half”
agreement to the test in 1904. In late 1903, stevedore John Honor filed
suit against the two locals for their refusal to abide by the contract
stipulation "to do such work as is required of them.” Honor had asked
them to do screwmen's work. In early 1904, a court awarded Honor $12
thousand in damages from the financially weak white local. The local
could either do screwmen's work or pay the award. Meanwhile, an award
pended of $20 thousand in damages from the Black local. The whites vowed
to appeal their case. But they believed Honor would drain their treasury
if he could. Some feared a deal between Honor and the Black workers,
doubting that the latter would uphold "half and half.” One white
unionist suspected Honor might contract solely "with the darkey”™ and
shut out the whites "as it was done once before.”

Honor probably considered lawsuits a useful instrument of pressure,
for he initiated and called off many suits in the 1900-1910 period. His
frankly negative view of "half and half” emerged clearly during and
after the 1907 general strike. In any case, Blacks in 1904 showed no
wl3

disposition to betray "half and half.

Rather, they inclined to enforce the principle across the board and
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this pointed to another potential conflict with their white partners in
1904. The Picayune reported on March 16 that the Black local had
demanded that half of all foremen be Black. The paper predicted they
would break off all agreements "unless the whites can assure...a more
perfect working of the half-and-half system. The blacks think they are
getting the small end of the deal.”

To a number of white longshoremen and to the Picayune the demand
was unacceptable. Further, the paper spoke of an "inherent” problem in
the locals' Joint Conference Committee:

A negro makes a charge against a white man and the white is

tried before a jury composed of half blacks. The whites have

come to resent this manner of trial and they are not satisfied

to be sat in judgement over by the colored lomngshoremen. It is

a piece of race friction that some think will not down and is

inborn.

On March 31, however, the locals met jointly and reaffirmed the
"half and half” jury system. Longshoremen's panels remained among the few
juries still open to Blacks in New Orleans. The Black local at the same
time chose not to pursue the foreman issue; actually, Blacks never
schieved parity of foremen under the principles of "half and half.”

But the locals emphatically repudiated rumors of imminent white-
Black rupture at an April 5 meeting, which, in the Picayune's words,
"wound up in a love feast of resolutioms and half-and-half enthusiasm.”
"Never more united than they are at present,” the locals jointly
affirmed their faith in "maintaining unionism,” charging that levee

"labor troubles” issued not from the unions but rather from

source."14

"some other
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Reports of an impending Black-white longshoremen's split circulated
in 1906. The contract approached expiration at the end of August and the
Joint Conference Committee co—chaired by E.S. Swan and Chris Scully
called for restoration of the "eight—in—a-hatch” work gang system in the
stowage of lumber and many other articles. They further asked five hours
pay for men sent to work ships at Chalmette, Westwego and Southport,
whether they worked or not. As the ships were often delayed, a trip to
the down-river wharves might kill a whole day, without possibilities of
returning to the city in time to be hired for local work; but the men
received pay only when they worked.

Blacks adopted a more conciliatory stance, according to the
Picayune. As the agents rejected the new demands, warning that "the

welfare of the entire community is at stake,” Blacks opposed moves
toward a strike. But a majority of whites also opposed a strike, making
references to the uniquely "peaceful” wishes of Blacks unwarranted.

The locals reached a compromise with the agents: five-hours pay for
out-of—-town trips (work or no) and a Grievance Committee composed of
four unionists (two whites, two Blacks) and three stevedores to
determine if extra men were needed for gangs on particular ships.

While the unions reached agreement jointly, so too did rank—and-
filers jointly violate the new accord. Black and white longshoremen
handling sugar sacks aboard the "Abyssinia” on September 10 defied the

grievance procedure and stopped work to protest a work load they

considered too heavy. They told employers, in effect, "to seek a climate
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where the thermometers are made without zero points.” Similar instances

occurred aboard the "Mexico"” and the "Baroda,” and John Honor again
threatened to file suit.

The local leaderships together appealed for compliance withthe
contract, for the situation threatened to become critical. Chris Scully,
Harry Keegan, James Porter and E.S. Swan met the agents on September 26
and agreed to take steps to ensure an end to the action. Two days later,
the Joint Conference Committee unanimously upheld the contract and
promised to consider any rank-and-file grievances, effectively ending

the contention.l5
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Freight Handlers and Teamsters: Black-white Cooperation

The all-Black cotton teamsters' local benefitted from the spirit of
cooperation in the early 1900's. Local 254, led by Joseph Coats, had
four hundred members when it struck in early September 1905 for a
consistent lunch hour from noon to 1 PM and for a starting time of 7 AM
jnstead of 6:30. It was one if the smallest levee unions. The Dock and
Cotton Council immediately declared support, but within the Council an
apparent split developed. The press reported that Black unions favored a
general sympathetic action with the Black teamsters, while white locals
were less eager. "Considerable race feeling” emerged: "racial
prejudices” became "marked.” The Black cotton yardmen's local in
particular was "wild and rampant for a strike, wishing to support their
black brethen.” Yardmen pressed the bales that teamsters trucked to the
docks,so their tasks and interests intersected, but white yardmen were
reportedly slow to adopt supportive action.16

Nevertheless, on September 11, all Dock and Cotton Council member-
unions called a boycott of cotton transported by strikebreaking
teamsters. Cotton unloaded at the dockside tracks by freight handlers
and taken straight to the pier by longshoremen remained unaffected. The
boycott, stated a prominent yardman, followed "the principles of
unionism.” At the wharves, Black and white yardmen, teamsters,
screwmen, and longshoremen jeered non-union drivers. A white strike-
breaker was hit by a brick thrown by someone in the crowd.

The Dock and Cotton Council next interceded with the employers -

the "boss draymen” — on the teamsters' behalf. It appointed a committee
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of five whites (including Screwmen's president James Byrnes,
Longshoremen's president William Meehan, and Cotton Yardmen's president
Jacob Klundt) and six Blacks (among them Teamsters' president Joseph
Coats, Longshoremen's head E.S. Swan, Screwmen's leader L.J. Obert, and
Freight Handlers' president T.R. Le Blanc) to argue the teamsters' case
before the draymen. The latter at first refused to see them; the Council
denounced this “"discourtesy” and vowed support for the teamsters "to the
very finish of the trouble...”

Finally, the Cotton Exchange agreed to mediate between the Dock
Council and the draymen. The Exchange proposed a 6:45 AM starting time
and a straight 12 to 1 lunch hour, which the union found acceptable, but
the employers (fearing it would interupt work begun in the morning) did
not. The Council again upheld the union and, with the Cotton Exchange,
implored Mayor Behrman to arbitrate. On September 21, the Exchange
called upon the draymen to concede rather then "throw the whole cotton
trade...into turmoil,” which competitive ports would exploit.

Within a day, however, Behrman's chosen arbitrator settled the
strike with the proposal that each teamster take a lunch hour sometime
between 11:30 AM and 1:30 PM. The Dock and Cotton Council's boycott

ended.17

Three major freight handlers' disputes erupted between 1902 and
1906. Roughly equal numbers of Blacks and whites -~ several thousand
in all - unloaded freight from the two major railroad firms owning docks

in the city: the Illinois Central and the Southern Pacific, both of the
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Harriman network. White workers at the Illinois Central's Stuyvesant
docks belonged to Orleans Freight Handlers' Local 293, Blacks to Locail
489. Southern Pacific freight handlers employed at the Morgan docks
across the river in Algiers, however, belonged to the only integrated
levee local in the city: Universal Freight Handlers' Local 402.

The Illinois Central freight handlers earned 16 cents an hour
in 1902. When demands in November for a four cent raise went unheeded,
the men struck with the endorsement of all the other dock unions: but no
sympathetic boycott materialized. Like the other dock unions, the
freight handlers' locals had formed a joint white Black committee. This
panel conducted the strike.

The railroads were among the most capable and effectively-run levee
firms and utilized their own facilities to transport non—union men to New
Orleans during disputes. The Illinois Central sent over two hundred
security policemen to protect a thousand non-union men, mostly Black, in
mid-December 1902. The company brought them in very quickly, at great
expense: the majority were very poor. Housed in segregated quarters on

the railroad, for dinner on December 13:

500 long French bread loaves 100 gallons of milk
200 pounds of sausage 75 pounds of butter
300 pounds of port half a barrel of sugar
5 barrels of potatoes 15 gallons of syrup

8 gallons of grits 100 bottles of ketchup
1 barrels of radishes 2 boxes of grackers

1 crate of celery 5 gallons of pickles
65 gallons of coffee 100 pounds of cheese

half a side of beef
The Picayune termed this "a thing of wonder,” and commented: "It is

a saying about the place that everybody who goes to the dock gets a
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feed.” Clearly, "they never had such good eating and as much fun as
they are having there.” Eight chefs, Blacks and whites working
seperately, prepared the meals.18
A number of strikebreakers quit work when they discovered a strike
was in progress. But there appeared to be no end to the Illinois
Central resources, and levee labor was reluctant to throw its weight
into what appeared to be an uneven match. Longshoremen accompanied the
freight handlers' joint committee to negotiations, and the Central Labor
Union and Cotton Teamsters provided material support. But the striking
locals could not hold out and conceded the strike on December 23,
winning two smaller points: overtime pay on legal holidays and
recognition of a grievance committee. The Illinois Center freight
handlers also were able to get something else put into the contract: a
"half-and-half” agreement. It stated: "The work will be equally
divided, as far as possible, between white and colored men.” The rail-

road re-hired all the strikers and sent home the st:rikebreakers.19

Nearly a thousand Black and white freight handlers struck the
Southern Pacific Docks in Algiers in September 1903. As they performed
both longshoremen's and screwmen's work, the demanded wage parity with
longshoremen through a ten cent raise to forty cents an hour. They
called for union recognition and no anti-union recriminatioms, for a
closed shop, and for "eight-in-a—hatch,” four men on a side. Limits on
the number of cotton bales stowed daily did not enter into their

demands, but they claimed to work harder and stow four times as many
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bales as the screwmen across the river in the city proper.

The interracial Local 402 grew out of the amaigamation of the white
Morgan Docks Freight Handlers and the Black Excelsior Freight Handlers
in May 1903. Black freight handler Theodore Ternoir served as
president, white freight handler William Trauth as secretary. Union
posts were equally divided and the strike committee in September
operated on the same basis.

The Southern Pacific refused to negotiate with the local. It hired
strike-breakers through the Thiel Agency in St. Louis. The railroad
housed the men, most of whom were Black, on three company ships anchored
in the river. One of these was the retired "Clinton,” with a long
history of accidents.20

Announcing on September 2 that "we do not believe the dock workers
are organized, in the first place,” the railroad sought also to hire
local roustabouts to replace strikers. But as in the 1901
longshoremen's strike, roustabouts supported the white and Black
strikers. One foreman indicated a strong aversion to subjecting himself
to the likely "bodily harm” that would greet efforts at "drumming up
laborers”™ from among the roustabouts.

Though the Southern Pacific evidently provided strikebreakers with
ample food and tobacco, the strike committee charged that the non-
unionists were held in "peonage” aboard veritable "floating arsenals,”
"against their wishes.” On September 5, the interracial committee
demanded that the railroad send the strikebreakers home: they had been

brought to the city "ignorant of a strike being on" and besides
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constituted "an undesirable class of men." The union members, on the

other hand, were "citizens and...tax payers here;” they deserved
"consideration first.”
But the company withstood the strike and broke it. The members of

Local 402 returned to work at the old rates. The Southern Pacific hired

them back in groups of 250.21

As in the 1902 and 1903 strikes, Black and white freight handlers
stood together when they struck the Illinois Central again in July 1906.
This time they won a partial victory. Gains included a wage increase of
twenty cents more per day (up from $1.60 per day, but original demands
had called for a forty cent raise) and a raise in overtime pay. While
feeling the issues might be settled without a walkout, the Dock and
Cotton Council appointed James Byrmes, Chris Scully, Black cotton
teamster Dave Norckham, and E.S. Swan to assist the strikers in
negotiations. The Council left it up to the individual worker to decide
whether to touch goods handled by strikebreaking freight handlers.22

"Cooler heads"” - Byrmes, Scully, Swan, Rufus Ruiz - prevailed in
the Dock and Cotton Council against

a general strike which would carry in its train all sorts of

difficulties, complications and, perhaps, bloodshed, and the

company, as well as organized labor, applauded their course.

But the longshoremen as a body began to implement the Dock
Council's "up to the individual” ruling by boycotting non—union freight.
And though not all business was affected, port commerce did suffer and

freight backed up.
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A difference arose between Black and white strikers. The white
freight handlers' local held out for the original demands. But on July
8, with partial victory apparently in reach, Black freight handlers
voted to return to work. In this, they were supported by most levee
unions. However, they did not return to work, but waited for further
decisions by the whites. Meanwhile, no union member, of either race,
broke the strike.

And, in fact, no member ever did, despite four days of reports that
the Black-white split was irreparable. Ultimately, with the assistance
of the longshoremen, the two freight handlers' locals and the railroad
agreed on terms. The majority of the white workers supported the

contract as the best possible.23

In general, the experiences of the early 1900's cast doubt on the
notion that Blacks, due to the tensions with whites in the 1890's, were
thereafter more likely to break ranks, or that the whites' distrust made
joint action untenable. Setbacks as well as victories in pre-1907
disputes found cooperation intact, despite real or imagined problems
between white and Black. On half a dozen occasions between 1903 and
1906, the press reported the termination of Black-white cooperation
among (or in behalf of) the following: screwmen (Fall 1903 and Spring

1904), teamsters (Summer 1905), longshoremen (Spring 1904 and Summer

1906), and freight handlers (Summer 1906). The reports were untrue.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



135

A New Twist: "Half and Half"” Among the Screwmen

The 1902 "half and half" agreement of the strongest organized levee
force, the screwmen, produced a torrent of warnings of commercial chaos,
abandonment, and the port's very collapse. In requiring that Black and
white work abreast in the same hatch, and in checking the acceleration
of the work pace, it added new dimensions to the "half and half"”
concept. Tied inextricably to productivity, it bore crucially on
decisive levee disputes, particularly on the 1907 general strike.

White and Black screwmen recovered slowly from the levee tensions
of the 1890's. They began establishing joint contract demands and
committees after the longshoremen had done so. No permanent working
body or Joint Conference appeared until 1902. No means existed to
ensure support in labor disputes concerning one or the other local. The
locals had separate contracts. The rule limiting Black screwmen to one
hundred at any one time remained in force after the mid~90's, though by
1900 the two locals were roughly equal in size. While cooperation and
"half and half” among the other levee workers undoubtedly influenced the
screwmen, changes in the work process also pushed them to adopt a new
arrangement.

But this too evolved slowly. When the two locals finally reached
tacit agreement on equal division of work in April 1902, the Black
organization signed a contract sanctioning the equal division that
simultaneously forbade them to strike sympathetically or to strike for
higher wages over a three-year period. Moreover, the contract posited

no limit on the number of cotton bales to be stowed daily by work
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gangs.24

The ever-—increasing capacity of steamships during the period made
possible the stowage of more cotton. Though still used, jackscrews
declined in importance. Skilled hand-stowage became the prevailing
means of loading cotton. Gangs screwed 75 bales a day in the 1890's,
but stowed much more by hand. By 1902, screwmen earned five dollars a
day, union foremen six dollars, no matter how many bales were stowed.2>

The labor-management debates and contract discussions of the early
1900's therefore focused on the number of hand-stowed bales. Employers
pressed for slight increases in stowage by screw as well, but this issue
stayed in the background. The introduction by management of a work pace
increasing the number of hand-stowed bales four—fold brought matters to
a head in the early twentieth century.

Workers named the new pace “shoot-the-—chute.” With several winches
operating at once and more quickly, over 400 bales a day descended to
the men in the holds. Men worried that "shoot-the~chute” "cut down the
amount of work left to be done on other days™ and left them idle. 1In
1903, the locals charged that employers sustained "shoot~the-chute” by
playing off the Blacks and whites working in separate parts of the ship
by threatening to replace one group with the other unless they worked
faster.

Setting no limits on the number of bales stowed, the Black local's
1902 contract confirmed the heavier work load that actually affected
both white and Black. The Black local's contract granted equal division
of work at the same time that it extracted anti-limit and anti-strike

pledges. But in actual practice, Black screwmen contended, shipping
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agents viclated the equal hiring clause of the cont act.26

Assuming that a more effective "half and half"” mechanism would
prevent mutual undermining and help improve working conditions, Black
and white locals met in October 1902. A jump in work-related accidents
since the September 1 start of the cotton season and a work pace they
felt incapable of surviving lent urgency to their meeting.

They decided to make their "half and half"” agreement "complete and
binding” by having whites and Blacks work in the same hold - abreast -
instead of in separate holds as before. Even before the decision became public
on November 1, news of what it entailed began to trickle out: "If the
man at a forward hatch is white, the one aft must be black. The
division of the men working in a ship will be very strict.” "Half and
half"” would now mean that "in a gang of four working in a hold two of
them must be black. "2’

In this way, the workers said, "they can regulate the 'chutes',
ande...all will be serene on the levee again.” Black and white screwmen
announced that 100 to 120 bales per gang constituted a "good day's
work.” "When one was not afraid of the other 'doing' him,” a certain
measure of control might be exerted over the work pace. Screwmen
reasoned, according to the Picayune on October 30, that they could make
no viable demands "as long as the black was pitted against the white in
the race for levee work...”

Their joint meeting on October 21 lasted five hours and was full of
discussion. Several days later, the Black local met and unanimously

endorsed the arrangement as the only way to end "shoot-the~chute.” On
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October 29 the two locals met again and elected a Joint Conference
Committee. "The whites and the blacks are now amalgamated as they have

never been before in this city,” the Picayune indicated. Indeed, other
levee workers who operated on the basis of interracial cooperation had
"never entered it so thoroughly” as the screwmen .28

On November 1 the newly agreed joint work rules were published for
the first time:

The walking foreman shall hire half and half gangs of the

above-named Associations, shall distribute them equally in

each hatch abreast of each other. The members of the above-

named Associations shall not take orders from any one after

going to work but the walking foreman.

These foremen were in all cases to be union members; they alone
could order a gang to work. Under their supervision, "half and half”
placed Blacks and whites in the same hatch, with whites “on the
starboard side” and Blacks "on the larboard side” of the hold.

The rules were termed "ironclad” and became effective on November
3. The steamship agents declared the new arrangement unacceptable. One
agent urged the Black screwmen to violate the accord, but the local
"would not consider the proposition of Mr. Graham and turned it down,
sticking fast to the recent compact with the whites.”

On November 3 and immediately after, Black and white screwmen
struck all steamship lines which repudiated the new rules. Steamship
agents insisted that the new larger ships made screwmen increasingly
obsolete. Therefore, screwmen only fooled themselves if they thought
they could control the work in a fast~changing industry that held no

future for their skill.29

Employers condemned Black screwmen for breaking the anti-strike,
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anti-sympathy, and by implication, anti—-limit clauses of their April
contract. But the local felt the "half and half" pact to be "in strict
accordance with the contract.” For the agents had "repeatedly violated
that part of the contract” giving them "one-half of all screwmen's
work.” Agents again charged Blacks with contract violation, but
suspected the whites had egged them on: "The colored brother is the
fellow who has sinned directly, but the white brother is the real
instigator, and he was back of him in all the move.”

When the charge surfaced again, the following spring, Black
screwman and Dock Council delegate A.J. Ellis responded bitterly:

We, the colored Screwmen, have not departed from any of cur

agreements except that we were tired of being used as an

instrument to starve our brother workmen, the white men, and

who have the same right to live that we have. We stood it for

eight years; got nothing out of it but abuse, and depreciation

of manhood. We did not go together to stop work and sit down

in ships and draw money that was not earned. But we did go

together to stop men from forcing us to starve other men and

ourselves as well, and often to pay to our employers to occupy
that position, which w§% an ugly one; which position we

changed last Nov. 3."

The final six weeks of 1902 brought relative calm to the levee.
Stevedores hired union foremen, the strike ended, and the "half and
half" agreement went into effect without a contract. On Christmas Day,
ship agents announced that screwmen's gangs were averaging 110 bales a
day, down from 400-500 daily before the "half and half" agreement. They

threatened to change wage payment from the obtaining rate of five

dollars per day (six for foremen) to a per~bale basis, but did not carry

this out.31
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The First Lockout

Two major screwmen's lockouts highlighted the emphatic renewal of
the contention in 1903. Between April and October, screwmen and
shipping companies battled over productivity, the latter seeking a
return to pre-"half and half” stowage rates, the former insisting on
their right and need to limit stowage.

On April 4, agents asked the screwmen to accept the following: no
limits on the number of bales stowed daily; abolition of the "half and
half” work gangs in the same hatch; restoration of the “"shoot-the-chute”
pace; and re—empowerment of stevedores to give work assignments.
Screwmen were given one day to agree, otherwise a lockout would begin.
The Picayune reminded readers of the disputes' recent twist:

The famous "half and half” agreement last fall, which caused

so much talk, means that the whites and the blacks entered

into a solemn compact that the work should be equally divided,

and that the whites and blacks should work abreast of each

other. Under the old regime the whites worked in one hold and

the blacks in another. They were naturally pitted against

each other, and strove to outdo each other in a way. That was

good for the man who was paying for the labor.

On April 5, the Screwmen's Executive Committee, including Thomas
Harrison, Robert Trainor and A.J. Ellis, unanimously rejected
management's proposal. The two locals also met and seconded the
decision. Arguing that the screwmen had no right to decide how stowage

would occur on "ships which do not belong to them,” that "the employee
never can have the right to say what shall be the character of the work
done,” shipping agents locked out the screwmen the following day.

Other workers responded. With Harry Keegan in the chair and James

Porter as secretary, Black and white longshoremen declared their
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solidarity with the screwmen on April 8. The locals called their men
out, bringing the total number of idled men to nearly four thousand.

The Dock and Cotton Council, representing screwmen, longshoremen, coal
wheelers, yardmen, teamsters and others, promised moral and financial
aid.32

The screwvmen's locals soon issued a joint explanation of their
stance. They accepted the employers' right to assign men to work, but
asked that this be done with “"reasonableness and fairmess” through union
foremen, without the "dictation and autocratic authority of the
employer.” They charged employers with trying in the past to reduce
their status

to that occupied by the pauperized labor of Europe. They

sought to create trouble between the white and colored

organizations, and finally succeeded in engendering a feeling

of hatred towards each other, which culminated in the troubles

of 1894. They succeeded at an enormous expense to both city

and State, in obtaining the police and militia force to

sustain them.

After 1894, the screwmen charged, agents who employed both Black
and white workers strove consciously to divide them. White screwmen had
been ordered to work faster or risk wholesale replacement by Black
screwmen, while the latter had been told just the opposite. Adding that
"shoot—the-chute” had reduced screwmen to "a wrecked condition,” the
locals asked employers to curb "the disturbing element” in their
midst .33
Steamship agents answered that screwmen's gangs elsewhere stowed

100-125 bales by screw and 250-400 by hand "without any excessive strain

on labor.” New Orleans screwmen, on the other hand, averaged 85 by
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screw and 110 by hand, far below what they were capable of doing.

Agents supplied a detailed response to the unions' account of the
events of the 1890's. A "period of peace” characterized the time bet-
ween 1894 and 1902 on the levee. The 1894 strike opened up the job
market to all comers. Unlimited cotton stowing obtained. Recognizing
reality, agents agreed to divide work equally between white and Black in
April 1902, only to find in November that labor intended to use "half
and half” to impose limits on bale stowage. Now, local screwmen stowed
far less than the more productive screwmen in other ports: Galveston
averaged 80-90 bales per gang daily stowed by screw and 175-225 by hand;
Mobile 95 by screw, 200-225 by hand; Savannah, 80-100 by screw, 200-250
by hand; Charleston, 82 by screw and 250-300 by hand.

In mid-April both sides called in the Cotton Exchange to mediate.
Labor and management chose delegations to negotiate. The screwmen named
five Blacks, including A.J. E11is, and five whites, including Thomas
Harrison. As tens of thousands of bales piled up on the levee and
longshoremen remained out with the screwmen, the Exchange met with each
side and then proposed a solution. It recommended the screwmen increase
stowage from 85 to 95 bales by screw and from 110 to 175-225 by hand:
approximate parity with Galveston. The "half and half"” system of working
abreast posed no problem, declared the Exchange, and could continue. But
higher productivity was both necessary and possible.

Though falling short of their expectations, agents approved the
proposal. Screwmen, however, rejected it out-of-hand, offering instead
to stow 90 bales by screw, 150 by hand. The Picayune reminded the

workers that larger ships and new cotton compresses made greater stowage
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possible and the screwmen's skill redundant: cotton screwing "will soon
be one of the lost arts.” If levee productivity remained low and wages
high, the shipping lines would take their business elsewhere: Mobile,
Galveston, Pensacola.34
The lockout lasted three weeks, the debate seven months until
resolution. By early May, workers were back on the job at the slower
work pace effected by "half and half.” The Cotton Exchange's referral of
the dispute to International Longshoremen's Association head Daniel
Keefe met with approval from labor and management alike, but the
initiative never got off the ground. Keefe's choice of Black unionist
James Porter to represent him in arbitration dismayed agents and
Exchange officials who felt "that he could not serve as arbiter in

matters where whites were concerned.” The controversy's resolution was

held over until the start ofthe busy season in September.

But in May, Agents Alfred Le Blanc, Mathew Warriner, James Graham
and M.J. Sanders announced their readiness to divert ships to other
ports unless September brought a settlement. New Orleans, said one,
would soon be "absolutely barren of the big ships.” The Picayune advised
labor, "The old order of things is constantly changing, and men must
accomodate themselves to the new conditions or step aside.”

Labor's assessment became increasingly pointed. The agents were
"unscrupulous and despotic tyrants who are watching for an opportunity

to throttle organized labor,” but would someday "rue their actions.” In
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“"absolute dishonesty,” they had "deliberately, wilfully, and uneces-
sarily forced the issue...” Reducing labor costs by using white against
Black remained their objective: "The whites and the blacks both under-
stood the tactics of the agents and united to defeat 1t.33

The summer witnessed a rush of predictions that "half and hald”
would not survive the approaching busy season. One paper hinted that
white screwmen had reached an accomodation with the agents: "...The
whites would get the bulk of the Levee business...” The two locals
jointly responded that

the affiliation between the two organizations is as fast as

adament and that nothing can sever it. They say the whites

cannot do without the blacks and the blacks cannot do without

the whites.

Employers and unions prepared for the upcoming negotiations
thoroughout the summer, but a vast distance separated their positions.
In mid-July, the screwmen's "Tariff Committee”™ of seven whites and seven
Blacks began drawing up labor's proposal: though agents called for gangs
to hand-stow 175-225 bales daily, the Tariff Committee agreed to propose
150.

Reports of growing divergence between the stances of the locals
circulated as September approached. These held that Blacks favored
acceptance of a greater number of bales to be stowed, while whites stuck
to the figure of 150. The truth here, admitted the Picayune, was diffi-
cult to determine because the unions "are really secret societies...and
guard their business strictly.” As agents promised a lockout without an

agreement by September 1, the Black screwmen implied that differences

with the whites had come up but had been resolved: "We all think alike
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now.” Black president James Moore found the two locals "in perfect

accord."36
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The September 1 deadline passed without settlement between labor
and management. Union members worked at the chosen pace, Black and white
abreast. Several shipping lines diverted ships to other ports or hired
sailors to replace screwmen. Two firms re-routed railroad shipments of
12 thousand cotton bales through Galveston, fearing "the most serious
labor trouble in years” on the New Orleans levee. The Picayune asked the
unions to abandon their "stubborn” and "inconceivable” position.

With the busy season well under way, differences between the white
and Black locals apparently re—surfaced. A Black screwman reported his
local's readiness to stow 200 bales by hand. Let's "stop this monkey-
ing,” he insisted. Blacks wanted to work: "The opposition comes from the
other side of the house.” (Clearly, the joint meetings were segre-
gated).

Nevertheless, the differences were apparently overcome. A joint
mass meeting at the end of September reiterated the proposal for each
gang to stow 150 bales by hand. The locals decidedly reaffirmed their
cooperation. "Good feeling,” reported the Picayune, "ran like water in
the open streets,” and the races were "fully united” behind the
proposal.

Nevertheless, the agents refused to consider the offer. They
promised a lockout unless their terms were met by October 1.37

Thus, the second screwmen's lockout of 1903 opened on October 1.

Agent Alfred Le Blanc was irate: "Owing to our troubles, Galveston is

enjoying the heaviest tonnage in the history of that port.” The Texas
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city's wharves hummed like "beehives.” "Trade is slipping away from
us,” worried the Picayune:

The port of New Orleans must be placed in a position to com-—

pete on equal terms with Galveston, even if the Screwmen must

be eliminated as an obstruction to the port.

The screwmen held fast. Despite behests to replace then,
longshoremen supported the locked-out men. Cotton teamsters refused to
truck cotton to the non—union men hired to replace screwmen. One Black
teamster, his locked-out friends standing with the whites and watching
him, abandoned his cotton-laden "float™ right at the levee:

There's too many of my friends standing over yonder for me to

be monk'n around where a strike is going on, and I guess its

high time for me to leave this yar float, cause it ain't mine

anyway.

By the lockout's second week, several hundred replacements were
stowing cotton. Several lines recorded up to 300 bales per gang stowed
by non-union men. The city provided ample police protection for the non-
unionists, who (like the strikebreakers in the freight handlers’
disputes) were housed on ships anchored some distance from the angry
Black and white crowd on the wharf. The large—scale use of
strikebreakers frightened several leading financial men, who implored
the agents to stop. Cotton Exchange official Henry G. Hester begged
Mayor Capdevielle to intervene, observing that "there is not a wheel
turning on the river front" and expressing fears of commercial
abandonment and "bread riots” unless the "present conditions” were
relieved.

A number of strikebreakers quit when they learned of the lockout.

Whites and Blacks jumped off the ships where they were quartered and
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swam off to join the cheering dockworkers on the levee. Strikebreaker
Charles Goff of St. Louis described what happened when stevedore Wiliam
Kearney escorted him and others (by tugboat) out to the "hotel” ship

"Colonian" :

We could see the big crowds over on the Levee, and we thought
something was wrong. It did not look right. He [Kearney] said
not be asking questions, and not to agitate the matter among
ourselves, as all was right. But the crowd on the bank got
bigger and bigger, and it looked like a strike. So the men
plied him with questions, and he got more and more worried by
us talking amongst ourselves. Finally, everybody was anxious.

Then he was asked the question straight, if the men were
not on a strike. He replied that they were only spectators.
Others asked more questions, and Kearney, growing tired, fled
to the upper deck. I followed him, and when out in the open I
asked him if it was not a strike, and told him I would positi-
vely refuse to go to work. He told me that I must stay by the
ship, and that I could not leave it.

The rapid deterioration of the levee situation prompted urgent
pleas for conciliation. The Dock and Cotton Council turned down the
screwmen's bid for a general dock strike and urged the men to accept a
work load of 175 hand-stowed bales. When the screwmen dissented, a
Council committee of three Blacks and one white then met with the locals
to find a compromise, while the city officials pressed shipping agents
to be more flexible. The efforts paid off. The nearly two-week lockout
ended on October 1l.

The screwmen and agents agreed on the following terms: 90 bales by
screw, 160 by hand per gang, at five dollars per man, in a nine-hour
day. The smaller shipping lines prevailed upon the "Big Four” - Ley-
land, Harrison, Head, and Elder—Dempster ~ to accept the package, and

the larger firms consented.
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In crowded, stifling Screwmen's Hall, Black and white screwmen
approved the contract after some debate. Thomas Harrison argues for 175
bales, others held out for 150, but the men ultimately compromised at
160 bales, hand-stowed. The new accord was seen everywhere as a victory
for labor.

The lockout cost the screwmen $50 thousand in wages. While ten
thousand bales had left New Orleans from October 1 to 10, 1902, "not a
single bale left the port" during the same interval in 1903. Shippers

suffered over $400 thousand in losses.39
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Cooperation Endures

Only a week passed before news emerged of Black-white tensions in
the union. The problem was that debated by the longhshoremen the
following year: equal division of foremen. In the fall of 1903, a year
after the birth of the screwmen's "half and half" accord, white foremen
outnumbered Black foremen by 10 to 1, according to the Black local. But
after opening the discussion the Blacks, fearful of upsetting
cooperation with the whites, decided not to pursue the matter. Like the
Black longshoremen, Black screwmen never achieved parity of foremen.

But for those who saw the doom of cooperation in every
disagreement, one white screwman had an answer. He found such men as
the Picayune's labor editor guilty of deliberately exaggerating the
white-Black differences:

How well he succeeded in helping the ship agents, the results

have shown. Let him give up his fight. He ain't in it with

both branches of the screwmen, for they are so closely welded

together that it will require more energy and more ability in

this line than appears to be the gift of this "noted” editor

to separate them.

In 1904, the locals attempted to impose further controls upon the
work process. In mid-March they decided that any ship arriving after 2
PM would not be stowed until 5 PM; work would end at 6:45, with the
total one and three—quarter hours constituting a half-day: at overtime
wages. Previously, screwmen stowed such late arrivals from 3 PM to 5
PM, with the two hours treated as a quarter—~day. By changing the work
rules, they hoped to compensate for prolonged idleness (without pay)

during the day, due to the delayed arrivals of ships.

Agents reacted quickly, claiming that the present work rules
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already had them over a barrel: shippers had re-routed 300 thousand
bales of cotton through Galveston in 1904. Suspectiang that the unions'
proposal relied heavily on "half and half” muscle-flexing, they rejected
the new rules outright. The unions realized they had gone too far and
abrogated the rules, while reaffirming the "half and half"” system of

white and Black working abreast.

Tensions emerged during the slack spring and summer months of 1904,
as jobs became hard to come by. At a heated joint meeting in May, the
two locals exchanged charges of violating "half and half,” but the issue
petered out. In August, the press reported the locals at odds over the
extension of the contract reached the previous October: the whites
opposed extemsion, Blacks supported. Nonetheless, the locals agreed on
a three~year extension and reiterated their cooperation. The contract
would expire in September 1907, at which time all the festering wounds

of the productivity struggle would open upﬁi

In almost every instance, the locals jointly prosecuted disputes
with management in the early twentieth century. Joint committees,
tariff panels, delegations and meetings prevailed among the screwmen.
Five Blacks and five whites constituted the union jury

whose duty shall be to try fairly and impartially members of

either Association for any violation of the conference rules,

and their combined decision in this respect shall be final,
conclusive and binding on both organizations.

Meetings of the permanent Joint Conference Committee proceeded as

follows: roll call, minutes of the last meeting, report of the
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Investigations Committee, initiation of new members, reports of officers
and committees, motions, resolutions, and then the question "Has any
brother anything to offer for the benefit of this Committee?,” followed

by adjournment.42

Dockworkers gained much experience in white-Black cooperation
between 1901 and 1906. The thousands of Black and white workers who
created and shared this experience were part of the "nadir's" real world
of white supremacy, segregation, and anti-Jim Crow currents. Bitter
past encounters with management and intensifying levee discord in the
early 1900's led dockworkers to conclude that survival and improvement
required joint action. By 1907, this conviction permeated the levee

labor movement in New Orleans.
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Chapter IV: Upheaval: 1907

The brewery troubles are likely to disrupt the entire labor
movement of the city...

New Orleans Daily Picayune, June 5

We have now come to the conclusion that a new central body is
necessary, considering the treatment that the brewery workers and
others have received from the Central Trades and Labor Council.

T.R. Le Blanc, Black_freight handler,
August 10 1

An explosion rocked New Orleans on the eve of the expiration of the
screwman's contract in September 1907. Amid mounting uncertainty over
the forthcoming levee negotiations, a bitter craft-versus-industrial
dispute erupted in the brewery industry. It profoundly shook organized
labor, above all the dock unions. The brewery workers' resistance to
the Central Trades and Labor Council's (AFL-sanctioned) attempt to re-—
organize them by craft evoked the strongest demonstration of labor
cooperation since the 1892 strike.

Organized labor suffered a deep split in 1907. Repudiating
national AFL policy, the dock locals led the majority of the city's
unions into a new, interracial, industrial-unionist central labor
council. Black-white solidarity on the docks grew in the process, at

the point of renewal of levee controversy.
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Organized Labor in 1907

Several strikes broke out before that of the brewery workers.
Machinists struck for higher pay at eleven shops in April, with full
Central Trades and Labor Council support. After four months, the nearly
two hundred strikers were still out.2 Backed by the Building Trades
Alliance, a hundred sheet metalworkers struck in June for the closed
shop, shutting down several major hotel and office-building construction
sites. Altercations between union and non—union men occurred during

both the machinists' and the metalworkers' disputes.3

Telegraphers walked out briefly in February for pay increases at
the Postal and Western Union companies. The local demands, which were
partially conceded, echoed a national dispute which by June affected
telegraphers in most major cities. In mid—August, New Orleans operators
joined the national strike with grievances of their own: long hours,
virtually no breaks, and no vacations. Local telegraphers' leader E.J.
Ryan insisted: "Our life is one of uncertainty, we are away from our
home and loved ones by day and by night."4

Swiftly replacing the strikers, Western Union and Postal suffered
only a brief lull in activity. For a short time, the crucial Cotton
Exchange quotations “"were not sent out of this city to other markets.”
Though several unions, including the Brewery Workers, expressed support
by boycotting the struck firms, the walkout of two hundred collapsed in
New Orleans after several weeks. Using non-union workers, Postal and

Western Union substantially restored business by the end of August.

The strike involved men and women. Most remained out even when
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both local and national defeat loomed. From the start, the strike drew
support from militant advocates of industrial unionism. Individual
members of the Industrial Workers of the World became something of a
force in local labor in 1907. A large number of strikers joined the
IWW, though the companies' policy of refusing re-employment to any
striker in his or home office made it difficult for local Wobblies to
retain them.5

Despite early good relations with local radicals, the Central
Trades and Labor Council wanted nothing to do with the IWW or industrial
unionism. Leadership changes within the Council, including the
replacement of president Robert E. Lee by Boot and Shoe Workers' leader
Pat Welsh in 1906 and Lee's return in 1907, were not accompanied by
policy changes.6

But dissension in organized labor became apparent in 1906-1907. On
the initiative of well-known labor speaker and Wobbly Covington Hall,
New Orleans unions formed a committee for the defense of miners' leaders
Bill Haywood and Charles Moyer, then on trial for the murder of the
former governor of Idaho.

Though Samuel Gompers condemned the trial, the AFL leadership
abstained from the large-scale trade union campaign for their freedom
that developed across the country. And when delegates from 31 local
unions organized the Moyer-Haywood committee in March 1906, so teo did
the Central Trades and Labor Council stand apart from, and even oppose,
its activities. When the committee announced an outdocr mass meeting on

the levee for April 14, the Council published a "Notice to the Public”
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declaring: "...The meeting called for tonight at Liberty Monument is not
under the auspices of organized labor.”

The "notice” infuriated many local unionists and served to swell
that evening's crowd on the riverfront to twelve hundred. After several
union leaders had spoken, Covington Hall rose to speak, to shouts of
"Give them hell, Covington! Give them hell!™ Hall, reported the
Picayune, "set the crowd on fire with his speech.” When he asked: "If
Pat Welsh, President of the Council, and the other officers, were in the
shadow of the gallows, condemned by a rotten power, would Moyer and
Haywood refuse to help them?,” the throng answered "No, no!” and hissed
when he mentioned the Council. Then, led by a band, the crowd marched
through the streets chanting "Moyer and Haywood shall not die!”

Amid reports of a move by the Carpenters and others to bolt the
Central Trades and Labor Council, Covington Hall addressed an even
livelier and larger meeting near the levee several nights later, at
which Pat Welsh himself appeared. Welsh declared: "I will not stand for
your attacks on the Council or myself.” Hall answered that the Council
was a public body and he had a right to criticize its acts "whenever I
get good and ready.” "If you do,” Welsh retorted, "I will make it a
personal matter with you.” Hall countered: "Then you had better be
quick. In the next five minutes I mean to rip into the Council for its
action on the mass—meeting of the Conference.” Later, Hall remembered:

By this time the street was packed from wall to wall, and as

far up as I could see. When I advised Welsh to be "quick"

about it a tremendous roar of applause burst from the crowd.

Knowing that the men were overwhelmingly members of the AF of

L and Railroad Brotherhoods, 1 was as astonished as Welsh was.

We stood there looking at each other in a dazed sort of way
for a few moments; one of his companions caught him by the
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arm, saying "Come on, Pat: there's some union men in this
crowd anyhow!" They had to press through the packed crowd,
and as far as I could hear they were cursed, "Yes, damn you,
there’s some union men in this crowd; and a damn sight better
union men than you goddamn politicians ever were!"™ -——and
worse.

Developments in 1907 were to show that the "bitter feeling of the

rank and file, regardless of affiliation,” was more than momentary.
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Labor and Local Radicalism

Radicals had been a part of the local labor movement for some time
and were well-respected by trade unionists. Eugene Debs spoke in the
city in October 1903 under Central Trades and Labor Council auspices

before an audience primarily of “"Workingmen.” Council president Robert
E. Lee escorted the speaker to the podium where Debs delivered "probably
one of the strongest socialistic speeches ever delivered in the South,
or ever heard in this city.”

Newspaper accounts make Covington Hall's popularity at labor

meetings quite clear. In 1903, Hall had written regularly for the

Council's Union Advocate. The paper gave free rein to his denunciation

of the society where "little, helpless Christian children are fed to the

dead fish of commerce."”

Between “"the people” and "the powers of vested wrong,” Hall wrote

in the Union Advocate, "there is no room for compromise” and "neither

side can be conservative.” The paper also published Hall's "Song of the

Trust”:

I am the God—appointed — on my vested rights
I stand;

By these rights I own the oceans and the wealth
of every land.

Lo! all things are for and from me;
I've a right to all the earth,
From this shining marble palace to the toiler's
humble hearth.

To whom I will my bounty falleth; 'tis mine
to take or give;
On my sufference and charity the slaving millionms
live.
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I am order, law and government, society and state;
1 am master of my creatgr and arbiter
of fate!

The dynamic Covington Hall (1871-19517?) brought most unusual
credentials to the New Orleans labor movement. An effective labor
organizer, he was the son of a Presbyterian minister (a Confederate
veteratan) and a wealthy Southern woman from a distinguished family.
Hall became Adjutant—General of the United Soms of Confederate Veterans
of Louisiana in 1903. The Picayune felt he filled "all the necessary
requirements” for the post: Hall's business experience (in the insurance
field) would boost his effectiveness. The paper also noted his well-
known views on "economic and social questions.”

These were socialist views, increasingly prominent in his public
statements. His ascent in the United Soms of Confederate Veterans
paralleled the intensification of his early socialist activities, but
his role in the "Sons" was more than routine: either alone or with other
state leaders, Hall appealed for “"the true facts concerning the Southern
Confederacy and those who fought and died for her principles,” attended
state and regional Confederate reunions, memorialized the fallen, and
pushed for a monument to Louisiana's soldiers. By 1905, Hall's term as
Adjutant—-General had ended, but he remained active through that year.9

Hall was Socialist candidate for mayor in 1904 and Congress in
1906. Though he did poorly, he remained popular, newsworthy and some-
thing of a social star. Oscar Ameringer described him as "the hand-
somest” and "best-dressed” young man in the city, the herald of new

fashions.

The year 1905 marked the end of Hall's simultaneous identification
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with white supremacy and socialism; in February, he favorably compared
Russian revolutionaries with the Ku Klux Klan “"that operated in the

South during the reconstruction,” wondering how the Picayune could
praise the latter while condemning the former.

After leaving the Sons of Veterans, he devoted most of his time to
labor organizing among Blacks and whites in New Orleans and later in the
upland timber region of Louisiana. In particular, he established close
friendships with dockworkers. Ameringer wrote:

To him, the perfect Southern gentleman...belongs the credit

for welding the black and white dock slaves of New Orleans into

the solid body that raised them from the depths.

Hall was an early leader of the Socialist party of Louisiana,
founded in 1903. The party branch's advocacy of "the separation of the
black and white races into separate communities, each race to have
charge of its own affairs,” delayed its charter from the national
organization. Local organizer Peter Molyneaux argued that Socialist
support of segregation was a matter of common sense in a state where
white supremacy was law, practice, and custom. To do otherwise would
ruin the party's chances of success, especially at the polls.
Ultimately, the Louisiana branch dropped the "Negro clause” and obtained
its charter from the Socialist party. Louisiana Socialists established
segregated locals nonetheless, without further comment from the national
officers.11

When the IWW emerged in 1905, local Socialists divided into "Red”

(pro-) and "Yellow” (anti~) wings, with Covington Hall in the former.

Hall moved into the IWW and helped launch a Wobbly local in June 1906.
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He helped build a local of perhaps a hundred members by 1907. The local
held regular meetings throughout the city, attracting the support of "a
group of syndicalistic-minded Railway Shopmen, Screwmen and
Longshoremen.” Further, the local found sympathetic unionists in the
Brewery Workers, the Dock and Cotton Council, and the Black Central
Labor Union. "We were,” said Hall, "a greater power and influence than
our number indicated."12

The "group” of industrial unionists in labor's ranks in 1906 and
1907 included Black and white dockworkers. Hall showed a strong sym—
pathy for inter-racial solidarity. Among the dockworkers closest to him
and the Wobblies were the white screwmen's and brewery workers' leader
Thomas Gannon and the Black Cotton Teamsters' president Joseph Coats.

As the brewery strike heated up in 1907, the socialist editor Oscar
Ameringer arrived in New Orleans from Columbus, Ohio to cover and assist
that strike. Ameringer's Labor World, transferred from Columbus to the
Crescent City, promoted a frankly socialist program and unequivocally
advocated industrial unionism. It quickly became the forum for the
local brewery strikers and later for the Dock and Cotton Council.
Ameringer brought a snappy sense of irony to his work, filling his
columns with pungent put—downs of employers and craft unionism. "In his
prime,” a co-worker wrote, he "was a Debs kind of socialist, a fighter
for the poor and oppressed,” but with this difference: "Debs appealed to
the heart; Oscar tapped the funny bone.” After 1907 he became a labor
organizer and editor in Oklahoma and still later edited the journal of

the Illinois district of the United Mine Workers.

Ameringer became an integral member of the informal "group” of
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Hall, Coats, Gannon, and Brewery Workers® leaders which consulted
frequently during the 1907 labor wars. An additional contributor to
labor militancy was the local Daily News, published by local Democratic
leader Robert Ewing. Ewing's labor editor, Peter Molyneaux (aged 24 in
1907) was a Wobbly who also wrote for the Labor World. Under the
pressure of dock labor, the News' daily "World of Labor” column
increasingly reflected the dock unions' views in the city's internecine
labor conflict: "World of Labor” endorsed the Brewery Workers, condemned
the AFL and the Central Trades and Labor Council for trying to break up
the brewery union, and openly backed the trend for a new labor council.
In July 1907, the News dropped the words "Official Jourmal of the
Central Trades and Labor Council” from the masthead of the "World of
Labor” column.

The Central Council pushed Ewing to curtail Molyneaux's column in
mid-1907, but a visit to the publisher by a dockworkers' delegation
prevented any change. Thomas Gannon recalled that Irish screwmen and
longshoremen constituted Ewing's political base:

Ewing knew this.... So when a committee we had elected called

on him to learn where he stood in the [brewery] strike, with

us or the Central Council, he said: "I am not fighting you

boys. What do you want?” The committee answered, "We do not

expect to take over the States [Ewing's other paper], but we

do expect fair reports in it. As for the News, we want

Ameringer, Molyneaux and Hall to use it as they please, put

anything in it they think best; if you don't agree_ to this, it

will just be too bad for you in the next election.

Socialists and militant industrial unionists became active figures

in the 1907 labor scene in New Orleans. Socialists and radicals were

stronger in other parts of Louisiana (particularly upland, piney-woods
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parishes as Winn and Grant, former populist strongholds) but for a time
in New Orleans also flexed a certain degree of muscle.l4 Levee workers
and other trade unionists welcomed Hall, Ameringer and Molyneaux to the
labor movement: radicals were part of the movement. But it was the

struggle of local labor's largest organized radical force - the Brewery
Workers — that gave new influence and greater comstituency to radicalism

and industrial unionism in New Orleans in 1907.
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Benhind the Brewery Dispute

Adherence to industrial unionism made the International Union of
United Brewery Workmen, in one scholar's estimate, something of a "fore-
runner” of the IWW-lS So long as good relations prevailed between local
radicals and the Central Trades and Labor Council, and so long as the
AFL supported the union's industrial form, the predominantly German
local Brewery Workers were accepted as part of the Central Council. The
union's assertive industrial approach notwithstanding, the Council en-—
dorsed its contract demands in the early 1900's and helped bring into
the world four locals: No. 161, Inside Workers; No. 215, Beer Drivers;
No. 336, Box Repairmen; and No. 366, Beer Bottlers.

With three hundred members by 1907, those locals comprised nearly a
dozen divisions of brewery labor: malsters, brewers, engineers, firemen,
steamfitters, electricians, bottlers, ice-handlers, oilers, and
teamsters. Brewing, noted the Picayune in 1903, was booming in New
Orleans. New methods of making and keeping ice encouraged production of
the "practically non—-intoxicating” drink, promising to make the local
industry comparable to Milwaukee's. The Southern Brewers' Association
met annually in New Orleans.16

Even before the AFL's 1900 jurisdictional award of most brewery
trades to the Brewery Workers, the local labor council assisted the
ijndustrial union's organizing work. Prominent council leaders Robert E.
Lee, Rufus Ruiz and James Leonard served on a committee in 1900 to help
"in harmonizing the Brewery Workers and perfecting their organization.”

Local 161 entered the Council in early 1901.
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The Council responded to the union's early request in April 1901 to
assist its "deliberations with the Brewery owners,” establishing a
committee (including Ruiz and Lee) for that purpose. The Council backed
the union's call for recognition and the closed shop.l7

The Council organized a boycott of non—union breweries in 1901 and
again in 1903. New Orleans, claimed Local 161 in August 1903, was "the
only city of note in the United States where there are no strictly union
breweries.” The local expressed gratitude to dockworkers and unions for
boycotting non—union beer, singling out the Cotton Yardmen for special
thanks. The Black Central Labor Union also supported the 1903 boycott.

As in 1901, the Central Trades and Labor Council in 1903 appointed
longshoremen Rufus Ruiz and others to intercede with the brewing firms
on the union's behalf. Robert E. Lee and Ruiz urged unionists to adhere
to the boycott: reports in Autumn 1903 indicated that screwmen were
patronizing non—-union beer, despite their union's support of the
boycott. The Trades and Labor Council encouraged compliance with the
boycott, even as the local Brewery Workers expressed views at variance
with those of Council leaders, as in their definition of Labor Day:

It means that the day of the arrogant employer is fast coming

to an end; it means that they that earn their bread by the

sweat of their brow shall have a right to say under what terms

they shall earn their bread; it means the passing of the

employer who has nothing to arbitrate; it means one goal

nearer the emancipation of the toilers from wage slavery.18

In mid-1904, the eight New Orleans breweries recognized the union
and granted a wage increase. Throughout the four-year fight for union

recognition, the Central Council sustained the union's industrial

character. The 1904 victory, however, marked the passing of good
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relations between the Council and the union.

The Council soon supported the AFL's renewed craft approach to the
Brewery Workers, which projected the union's division. But the local
brewery union retained its industrial outlook, endorsed the work of the
IWW, and continued to propose societal change. The left—led union's
national identification with organized socialism was public. Across the

masthead of the Brauer—Zeitung appeared the words "Workingmen of all

Countries UNITE!;” an "SP Items” column offered weekly news of Socialist
activity.19
In accordance with AFL policy, the Central Trades and Labor Council
in 1905 ordered the organization in the breweries of Stationary
Firemen's and Teamsters' locals. The Council encouraged firemen and
beer drivers in the brewery union to join the new craft locals. Thus

began a jurisdictional dispute, mirroring national contention, that

culminated in a strike in 1907 and keynoted the New Orleans upsurge.20
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The Dispute in 1907

After the 1906 AFL convention threatened to revoke the
union's charter unless it conceded craft divisions to the
Teamsters, Stationary Engineers, and Stationary Firemen, the
struggle developed in earmest. In 1907, the New Orleans Central
Council threw its weight squarely behind the craft unionms,
particularly Teamsters' Local 701, which challenged brewery union
Local 215 for the right to represent beer drivers. The Teamsters'
local underbid the Brewery Workers' local in negotiations with
employers: drivers in the Teamsters earned $50-$60 monthly, in
the Brewery Workers $80 monthly.

Finding the Teamsters' contact terms attractive, employers
encouraged, and in some cases told, beer drivers to join Local
701. Though complicity with employers was at first denied by
Teamster organizer Pat McGill, others later admitted that "the
bosses had put up a dollar apiece for men to join the new union
in order to get protection from the outlawed Brewery Workers'
Union."21

Early in 1907, the AFL revoked the charter of the Columbus, Ohio
Trades and Labor Assembly for supporting the local brewery men against
Teamsters', Firemen's, and Engineers' jurisdictional claims. AFL
Executive Council members were informed in early January of the Trades
Assembly's stance; a poll of the members indicated broad support for
revocation. The expelled central's newspaper, Oscar Ameringer's Labor
World (Ameringer left Columbus for New Orleans in July) denounced the

"cowardly and knavish” American "Separation of Labor™, labeling the
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AFL's supporters in Columbus

an unhappy combination of dirty scabs, drunken

Gomperites and a job lot of local imbeciles whose heads

serve only as a knot to keep their backbones from

unraveling.

The crisis in New Orleans developed apace. While Gompers warned
national brewery union leader Louis Kemper that charter revocation
loomed, national recording secretary Joseph Proebstle journeyed to the
Crescent City to encourage the Beer Drivers' to resist Teamster
encroachments. A socialist (like Kemper), Proebstle found the great
majority of drivers committed to Brewery Workers' Local 215, rather than
Teamster's No. 701.23

The AFL gave the brewery union until June 1 to release drivers,
engineers and firemen from its locals around the country. The situation
deteriorated rapidly through the spring. The union's very survival was
at stake, cried the Labor World. All brewery tasks were linked in the

labor process: "To divide an industry like that in crafts is the highest

kind of stupidity.” The Labor World's portrayal in May conveyed the

anger of industrial unionists:
It is proposed to dissect the Brewery Workers' organism. The
boiler or stomach is to be handed over to the Statiomary
Engineers; the feeding organs, teeth, tongue and saliva glands
are to be presented to the Brotherhood of Firemen; the legs,
Beerdrivers, will be generously assimilated by the Teamsters;
the balance of the body may remain in possession of the
Brewery Workers, provided they behave themselves.
The brewery union polled members across the country on compliance
with the AFL's mandate; the vote was 34,707 against and 367 for. New

Orleans members stood with the national majority, convincingly, 267 to

0. But the AFL and Gompers remained firm too, the latter asking the
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union leader Louis Kemper one final time “"whether the decision of the

Minneapolis Convention will be complied with by your organizat:ion."zl'r

The last week of May witnessed the descent toward the brewery
strike in New Orleans. Brewery Workers' Local 215, Beer Drivers, headed
by Edward Aime and the militant screwman Thomas Gannon, voted
unanimously to remain in the brewery union. It vowed to oppose any
Teamster attempt to organize beer drivers. On May 24, the Columbia
Brewery locked out Local 215. Teamsters' Local 701 called upon the
breweries to dismiss drivers belonging to the brewery union. The
Central Trades and Labor Council's top leaders endorsed the Teamsters
and notified the public that Teamster—-delivered beer was the only union
beexr in town.

The discontent evident to Covington Hall and Pat Welshin 1906 now
broke the surface of the New Orleans labor movement. Immediately, the
white screwmen's and longshoremen's locals condemned the Central
Council's move as "premature, arbitrary and unjust,” and announced: "We
are compelled to give our unqualified indorsement to Local 215 in their
struggle for better conditions.”

Central Council president Robert E. Lee minced no words in reply,
assuring the brewery union of a fight to the finish to determine
"whether the American Federation or the Industrial Workers [of the
World] are the strongest in this section of the country.”

But the Black and white levee unions in the Dock and Cotton Council

voted to back Brewery Workers' Local 215. The Dock Council statement
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was equally clear:

The Industrial Workers of the World having been brought into
the controversy between the Brewery Workers and the so-called
American Federation of Labor by President Robert E. Lee of the
Central Trades and Labor Council . . . and other
strikebreakers and union disrupters, we deem it our duty to
state to you (the public) our position, which is as follows:

The IWW is in no way affiliated with the Brewery Workers,
nor they with us, but whensoever we see a labor organization
striving to perfect its power, to unify the workers, all our
sympathy is with it, and we pledge ourselves to aid the
Brewery Workers by every means in our power. Our voice, our
pen and our last cent is theirs if they wish it. We are both
against Gomperism and for Unionism.
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The Brewery Strike

On June 1, the New Orleans brewery strike opened (concurrent with
the AFL's revocation of the national union's charter), affecting all
local breweries but one. A strike committee headed by Thomas Gannon
began working to ensure unity and to seek assistance. At several
breweries, employers replaced strikers with non—-union men. The union
charged the Central Trades and Labor Council and Local 701 with
recruiting these men, an accusation denied by Robert E. Lee. The
Brewery Workers, declared national secretary Joseph Proebstle in New
Orleans, would stay out as long as necessary: “until doomsday.”

The Brewery Workers' appeal for help evoked an immediate response,
particularly from levee men. The joint white—-Black committee of the
Illinois Central freight handlers gave "unqualified indorsement” to
Local 215 of the brewery union in its "struggle for better wages and
conditions.” The white screwmen hosted the Brewery Workers' strike
meeting in June 3. The Tailors, Retail Clerks, Bricklayers, and
Elevator Constructors backed the Brewery Workers; the Electrical Workers
declared the Central Council's and AFL's actions "an injustice to
organized labor.”

When Robert E. Lee demanded apologies from defiant Central Council
affiliates, the dispute took a new turn. Six days into the strike, the
white Screwmen's and Longshoremen's unions let it be known "that the
feeling among the members of these powerful organizations was so strong
against the Council” that they would quit the Council before

apologizing.26
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The outcry puzzled regional AFL organizer James Leonard.
Particularly dismayed by the statements of levee unions, he wrote AFL
headquarters that IWW influence seemed greater in New Orleans than
previously suspected. The Wobblies' effort "to create dissension in the
ranks of labor in this city...with prove a dismal failure as far as this
town is concerned,” Leonard predicted. Writing to Samuel Gompers on
June 9, Leonard suggested a strong AFL letter to the dissenting unions
"for a great many of them do not understand the principals involved” and
were under the Brewery Workers' sway. The leader of the "opposition” in
the Central Council, Leonard informed Gompers, was

Thomas Harrison, a member of the Screwmen's organization,

affiliated with the International Longshore, Marine and

Transport Workers; also a delegate to the AF of L comnvention

from that organization.

Though the IWW local in the Crescent City endorsed the Brewery
Workers early in the strike, it was clear that powerful unioms and labor
leaders unrelated to the Wobblies (including movers and shakers like
Harrison and Rufus Ruiz) were opposed in their own right to the Central
Council's anti-brewery union actions. The Brewery Workers were right,
the Council and AFL wrong, Harrison told a stormy Council Session
(chaired by Robert E. Lee) on June 7. Interestingly, the IWW local's
statement of support urged brewery men to accept exclusion from the AFL:
the Federation was "organized defeat.” But levee and brewery leaders
demanded reversal of the AFL/Central Council position and reinstatement
of the Brewery Workers in the AFL.27

Samuel Gompers assumed that the anti-Central Council trend in new

Orleans labor would soon dissipate. As late as June 12, with levee and
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other unions on record in fierce opposition, Gompers wrote organizer
James Leonard (then on a working visit to Birmingham) to "turn the New
Orleans matter over to some one in that city in whose discretion and
ability you have full confidence;” or, to "wait a little later when you
may be better able to return to New Orleans for a day or two to make an

jvestigation and report.”

A week later, Gompers cabled Leonard to return to New Orleans to
"take up matter referred to you in previous letter.”

The situation was worse than expected. Leonard arrived to find a
beer boycott supported by the city's labor majority and anti-Central
Council sentiment at a new height. He contacted Gompers for advice:
might an accomodation be considered? Gompers' cable, slow in coming,
held out no possibility of compromise: "When question remains
unanswered, don't you think there's a reason?"28

On June 25, Leonard put a full page ad in the city's major dailies,
informing the public that the boycotted breweries were not "unfair” to
organized labor. The following day, waning negotiations broke off
between employers and labor. Several days later, a mass rally took
place at the head of Canal Street, behind the levee. Speakers included
members of the Brewery Workers, Screwmen, and Electrical Workers, as
well as Covington Hall of the IWW. Denunciations of the Central Trades
and Labor Council came fast and thick: a parade followed. On July 1,

the white screwmen quit the Central Council: the resolution passed "with

«29

a whoop.
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Solidarity

Until this point, only the Illinois Central freight handlers, among
the levee unions, had issued a joint Black-white statement of solidarity
with the strikers. All levee unions had expressed support and
dockworkers of both races respected the beer boycott. But in early July
the Central Council and James Leonard inadvertantly triggered the
organized extension of interracial levee cooperation to the field of
solidarity with the Brewery Workers.

Stung by charges that he was recruiting strikebreakers for the
breweries, Leonard organized a hundred non—union men into a "Federal
Union"” at a meeting in Typographical Hall. Hundreds of strikers and
dockworkers protested outside. The new union signed a four-year contract
with employers.

Leonard's action precipitated the strike's first interracial
solidarity meeting, chaired by Thomas Gannon, on July 3. Five speakers
took the floor, of whom four were dockworkers: Black leaders E.S. Swan
and I.G. Wynn, and white leaders James Byrnes and Rufus Ruiz. From a
Screwmen's Hall rally the next day (Independence Day), Ruiz, Wynn, Swan,
Byrnes, Louis Kemper, Thomas Gannon, longshoreman Chris Scully and
several others cabled Samuel Gompers:

Dear Sir and Brother: Owing to the present controversy of

brewery workers and teamsters in our city we feel it our duty

as representatives of the various organizations, who are part

and parcel of the American Federation of Labor, to petition

you to instruct Brother James Leonard, or others, to hold

matters in abeyance in reference to organizing any brewery

workers. We feel that if such is done it will be dome to the

interest of all concerned. Please wire instructions if this
meets with your approval.
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Gompers disapproved:

Not being on the ground am not able to form correct judgment

of local situation. However every true unionist should help

faithfully carry out decision Minneapolis Convention of the

American Federation of Labor, the highest court in American

labor movement.

Opposition intensified. Leonard's memos to the AFL no longer
attributed the dissension to the IWW alone, or in the main. The "colored
organizations... don't understand the situation,” he complained; but at
the same time he located a likely source for dockworkers'
indentification with the brewery union: "...The reason is their busy
time is during the winter. In the summer they go into the breweries and
work during their dull season.” The Teamsters' jurisdictional challenge
to the Brewery Workers had caused these dockworkers - who belonged to
the brewery union — to lose their summer jobs.

During the first week of July, the presidents of the white and
Black levee union locals, along with several other labor leaders, issued
a call to a convention to discuss the crisis. Held on July 10 and 11 at
Screwmen's Hall, the convention was open to all representatives of
organized labor. Sixty unions sent delegates. When Robert E. Lee agreed
to participate only if Covington Hall and Peter Moyneaux were excluded,
the two Wobblies offered to withdraw. But the assembled delegates
demurred, shouting: “If they [Lee and his associates] are too good to
associate with good union men, let them stay outside!"

Brewery union leader Louis Kemper addressed the convention,
proposing a compromise: the union would concede its drivers to the

Teamsters if employers pledged to re—hire all strikers. The debate went

on for two days until delegates reached consensus in favor of Kemper's
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proposal. The convention sent a delegation of three whites - Louis
Kemper, James Hughes, and Rufus Ruiz - and two Blacks - James Porter and
Thomas Le Blanc (president of the Central Labor Union) — to its support.
All but Kemper were leaders of dock unions.

As Porter had other business, the other four constituted the peace
mission to the Central Council on July 12. Ruiz (regular Council
delegate of the Longshoremen) got into the session without a problem,
but Hughes and Le Blanc waited three hours before being invited in. When
told that Kemper (as leader of a union no longer in the AFL) was
unwelcome, Hughes and Le Blanc refused to participate. Kemper commented:
"I, a man who always stood for Union labor, was kept out, but Mr.
Leonard, who organized 'scabs', was admitted. That's a nice proposition,
isn't it.”

The Council voted down the labor convention's compromise proposal

and endorsed James Leonard's "Federal Union."” President Robert E. Lee
warned Rufus Ruiz for the last time that the Longshoremen would be
expelled from the Council if their support for the brewery union
persisted. Expulsion did come, in August.31
By mid-July, most unions stood behind the Brewery Workers,
concentrating their fire on Leonard's "Federal Union.” The Black Central
Labor Union, including nine levee locals, declared full support or the
brewery men. "The colored delegates,” observed the Picayumne, "have stood
~up to a man for the striking brewery workers;” Black unions fined

members violating the beer boycott. The Cotton Teamsters' union, all-

Black and the largest Teamster affiliate in the city, also denounced
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Leonard.

From the labor press of other cities came sharp criticism of
Leonard. Oscar Ameringer's Labor World, soon to be published in New
Orleans, called the Central Council and Leonard “a scabby bunch.” The

Dallas Laborer opined: "Unfair, unjust, uncalled for——what word is

strong enough to describe this action on Mr. Leonard's part?”

Appeal to Reason declared Leonard's unionization of strikebreakers "one

of the most infamous assaults ever upon organized labor in this
country.” From another Mississippi River port, the socialist-oriented

St. Louis Labor exclaimed that "ruin and disaster in the American trade

union movement” would result if the AFL "sanctioned or tolerated” the
strikebreakers' "union” in New Orleans.

Toward the end of July, the Central Labor Union took the
unprecedented step of inviting the Trades and Labor Council to a formal
meeting to work out a common position on the brewery dispute. Though the
two centrals stood at opposite poles (the CLU, noted the pro—-labor
Daily News, had "done all that it could to bring about a settlement
while the Central Trades and Labor Council had continually poured oil on
the fire"), strike supporters of both races yet hoped that high—-level
talks might prove useful.32

The Central Trades and Labor Council balked at first, then, "after
a stormy meeting,” accepted the invitation. For the first time, the two
councils agreed to meet officially. Hitherto, explained the Picaune, the
white central "drew the color line,” precluding such a get-together.

Now, "the bars were lowered,” but "only in the interest of peace.”

The Councils set the session for July 29 and prepared their
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delegations. The white central chose Pat Welsh (Boot and Shoe), John
Stadler (Carmen), W.H. Sims (Carpenters), R. James (Machinists: Robert
E. Lee's union), and Philip Hoffman (Barbers). The Central Labor Union
sent James Porter (Longshoremen), E.S. Swan (Longshoremen), Thomas Le
Blanc (Freight Handlers), Dave Norckham (Cotton Teamsters) and Joseph
Morehead (Scalemen).

The historic meeting failed. With Robert E. Lee and James Leonard
sitting in, the white central reiterated the AFL position on the Brewery
Workers and defended the new "Federal Union.” The conference broke off
abruptly. The Black and white centrals were officially at
1oggerheads.33

In August, the Central Trades and Labor Council asked the AFL to
revoke the charter of the Central Labor Union and to rescind Rufus
Ruiz's organizer's commission. It also requested the chartering of the
new "Federal Union"” in the breweries. Gompers referred the CLU case to
the AFL Executive Council and deferred decision in the "Federal Union”
matter, but took action against longshoreman Ruiz. Informing Robert E.
Lee on August 17 that he was unable to personally investigate the strike
"which you say is fast assuming serious proportions and may result in
serious losses to the trade union movement,” Gompers then wrote Ruiz
directly. Pointing out that a volunteer organizer's commission required
the approval of one's own central labor council, Gompers said he had no
choice but to revoke the commission. Ruiz, he added, had "lost his
usefulness” as an organizer.

When Ruiz, a founder of and longtime delegate to the Central
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Council, refused to return his commission and asked Gompers for the
specific charges against him, the AFL president quoted Robert E. Lee's
complaint of his "persistent activity against this Council.” Further,
continued Gompers, the AFL Executive Council respected the Central
Council's opinion. He found Ruiz' defiance of AFL policy
"inconceivable,” due not "to a wrongful influence of the heart,” but

rather to a failing in "your otherwise good judgement."34

Ruiz was finished as AFL organizer, but neither he nor the other
dockworkers stopped supporting the brewery strike which continued in the
meanwhile. Due to the beer boycott led by dock labor, reported the

Brauer—Zeitung in early August, many saloons no longer sold non-union

beer. According to James Leonard, brewery owners told the Central
Council in September that the boycott "has done some damage to their
business.” More unions, including the Stereotypers and the Blacksmiths,
endorsed the brewery union. The Railway Carmen, Electrical Workers, and
the Cotton Teamsters (led by Dave Norckham and Joseph Coats) joined the
list of organizations fining members for violating the boycott. The

Brauer—Zeitung saluted the Cotton Teamsters:

That the teamsters' and loaders' local union is taking such a
decided stand in our favor is very significant. This union is
the strongest local affiliated with the International
Brotherhood of Teamsters in the city of New Orleans, its
members are colored people. It is a well known fact,
particularly in the South the colored people are comsidered
far below the standard of the white workingmen, but in this
case those colored members of [the] teamsters' and loaders’
union showed a remarkably sound conception of right and
justice which is certainly to their credit; the action of
these colored men ought to put the white leaders of our
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enemies to shame....By this action the colored men show their
conviction of their being of equal standing with the white men
as human beings, and show their determination to fight for the
recognition of their equal standing.

The newly—-arrived Oscar Ameringer wasted no time in getting into

the dispute. So bitter were his denunciations (in the Daily News, Labor

World, and Brauer—Zeitung) of the Central Council ("hell bound to sepa—

rate labor on the color line"), that Robert E. Lee accosted him in the
street. Surrounded by their respective friends, the two came to blows:
Lee's nose was bloodied. No charges were pressed. Teamsters' organizer
Pat McGill, however, took Ameringer to court for libel. The case opened
in September, culminating in Ameringer's conviction the following Feb-
ruary.36

The situation spun out of control. During Robert E. Lee's visit to
Washington at the end of August, Gompers promised more support but
deferred action on chartering Leonard's "Federal Union,” to Lee's
disappointment. The revocation of the Black Central Labor Union's
charter was likewise put on the back burner. Lee's own international
president, James 0'Connell of the Machinists, "bawled him out™ for the
state of affairs in New Orleans. In the Crescent City, James Leonard
realized that AFL enthusiasm for the Central Council was waning. Signals
from the Federation were having “"a demoralizing effect”: the "outlook is

gloomy and looks very much like the IWW and Brewery Workers are getting

the best of it." Were we wrong?, Leonard asked the AFL.37
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Resolution

Under fire from many quarters, the Federation indeed changed its
position on the Brewery Workers. As strikes and lockouts of brewery men
festered in Columbus, Peoria, Belleville, St. Louis, and New Orleans
(where dockworkers and brewery strikers beat up strikebreakers in
September), the AFL leaders re-considered their stance. Thus, the AFL
convention in November voted to restore the Brewery Workers' charter and
to recognize the uninn's industry-wide jurisdiction. 1In the
convention's Adjustment Committee, James Leonard admitted that local
beer drivers had been organized in the Brewery Workers long before the
birth of Teamsters' Local 70l. Further, President Gompers denied that
he had ever encouraged the organization of strikebreakers in New Orleans
breweries into a "Federal union.”

While the convention set the tone for resolution in New Orleans,
settlement did not immediately follow. Gompers cabled national brewery
union leaders and told James Leonard in December: "You are expected to
cooperate in bringing solution of local situation.” But such Brauer-
Zeitung appeals as "Money is needed to carry on war. Assist your
brothers in Peoria and New Orleans, La.,” persisted through March 1908.
By cable, Gompers helped get the brewery owners, Central Council and
brewery union together in the spring. Agreement came in June: Beer
Drivers' Local 215 again became the sole union in the field, Teamsters'
Local 701 disbanded, and the Brewery Workers rejoined the Central Trades
and Labor Council.38

Soon after its start, however, the intense local brewery conflict

had begun to decline relatively in the public eye before a wave of more
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profound labor developments. In August 1907, a new central labor
council rose on the crest of the brewery comtention. Just ahead lay the
critical screwmen's negotiations and, with their collapse, the general

levee strike.
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The United Labor Council

The movement ignited by the brewery strike did not rest content
with the rendering of solidarity in 1907. The controversy catalyzed a
movement, sparked by the local brewery union, the dock locals, and the
Central Labor Union, for a new central body. When plans for a
convention on August 15 became known, the pro—labor Daily News
attributed decisive impetus to the Black central: "It was of some of the
members of the Central Labor Union that the move originated and they
have been working tirelessly ever since.” Central Labor Union president
Thomas Le Blanc assessed the course:

Yes we have been working head and shoulders with the brewery

workers since the beginning of the fight, and we have now come

to the conclusion that a new central body is necessary,

considering the treatment that the brewery workers and others

have received from the Central Trades and Labor Council. The

levee unions will heartily support this new move and many

others, and it will aid in getting the majority of the labor

movement closer together, so that strikes might be won in the

future.

Freight handler Le Blanc, screwman Thomas Harrison, and
longshoreman Rufus Ruiz helped map out the convention. On convention
day, the Daily News predicted that twenty unions, "very evenly divided
between white and colored organizations” and including all dockworkers'
unions, would attend.

The convention bore out the prediction. Eighty men from twenty
organizations attended. Dockworkers made up half the delegates. Every
dock local in the city, with the exception of the white Cotton Yardmen,

took part or promised support. Others present included the Brewery

Workers (all four locals), Clothing Clerks, Blacksmiths, Plasterers,

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



188

Tailors, Elevator Constructors and the Electrical Workers.

A Who's Who of levee leadership attended: white screwmen Harrison,
James Byrnes and Thomas Gannon (secretary of the Beer Drivers), white
longshoremen Ruiz, Chris Scully and John Reilley, Black teamsters Dave
Norckham and Joseph Coats, white freight handler Ethan Duffy, and Black
cotton yardman I1.G. Wynn.

The assembly elected freight handler F.J. Francis chairman and
Rufus Ruiz (well on the way to losing his AFL organizer's commission)
recording secretary. Francis opened with an appeal for a central body
without "foreign"” allegiances, enabling local workers to "better their
own condition.” He asked Thomas Harrison to take the fioor.

Evoking cheers in packed Screwmen's Hall, the longtime levee
figure, political influential and Central Council mainstay called for a
new council, for labor unity against the AFL's "unjust rulings” and
“"encroachments.” Rufus Ruiz followed Harrison to the podium, adding his
voice to the proposal. James Byrnes, Chris Scully, I.G. Wynn, Joseph
Coats, John Reilley, and the Blacksmiths' George Spence took the floor
in favor of a new council.

The motion to establish a "United Labor Council” was put to the
house and unanimously approved, with enthusiasm: "Three cheers and a
tiger were given that might have been heard a square away.” The
assembly set up an Organization committee and a Constitution/By-Laws
committee. Coats, Harrison and Ruiz, among others, were elected to the
former; Byrnes and Wynn participated in the latter.40

The next day Robert E. Lee called upon the AFL to revoke the
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charters of all Federation affiliates in the new United Labor Council.
Rufus Ruiz denied the new body's opposition to the AFL as such,
insisting that the Council stood for labor cooperation; addressing a
Brewery Workers' rally, Oscar Ameringer "kept the crowd in good humor”

while asserting that only international unions, like the ILA, could

revoke a local's charter. But the white Cotton Yardmen attacked the new
Council, refusing to "be a party to secession.”

The United Labor Council's committees soon met to discuss
leadership and statutes. A huge Council session on August 23, with the
Black longshoremen (represented by E.S. Swan), Universal Freight
Handlers (of the Southern Pacific) and the Scalemen among the new mem-
ber-unions, heard the report of the Constitution/By-Laws committee.
Delegates adopted a constitution markedly different from any document
ever issued by local labor. Article 5 enjoined member-unions from
signing any contract that forbade a sympathetic strike. Article 6
pledged member—organizations to morally and financially aid striking
unions. Article 7 recommended trades alliances in each industry, along
the lines of the Dock and Cotton Council. Article 9 empowered the
United Labor Council to call a sympathetic or a general strike.

The Constitution/By-Laws committee also introduced a preamble,
probably drafted by Oscar Ameringer. Adopted by delegates along with
the Articles, its tone was fiery:

...We declare:

First, That in order to emancipate themselves from the
influence of the class that is hostiley arrayed against them,

the Working Class must organize and oppose the power of capi-

tal with the power of organized labor....

Second, The United Labor Council is in a position to
exercise a great influence on production, on wages, on the
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hours of labor, and to uphold its members in various
emergencies.

Third, The struggle which we naturally have to wage with
the organized power of capital brings us to the recognition of
the fact that individual unions must unite in one large
league, which shall proclaim the unity of the interests of all
and give mutual support. Soon thereafter will come the
recognition of the fact that our whole system of production
rests exclusively upon the shoulders of the Working Class, and
that this latter can, by simply choosing to do so, introduce
another and more just system.

The class—conscious power of capital, with all its camp
followers, is confronted with the class-~conscious power of
labor.

Fourth, There is no power on earth strong enough to
thwart the will of such a majority conscious of itself. It
will irresistably tend toward its goal. It has natural right
upon its side. The earth and its wealth belong to all. All
the conquests of civilization are on an edifice the rearing
of which all nations for thousands of years have contributed
their labor. The results belong to the community at large.

It is organized labor that will finally succeed in putting
these principles into actual practice, and introducing a
condition of things in which each shall enjoy the full
product of his toil.

There is no evidence showing who in the new Council (aside from the
Brewery Workers and levee men Joseph Coats and Thomas Gannon, who were
close to Ameringer and Covington Hall) shared the ultimate aims
suggested in the preamble. But to the extent that it expressed the
principles of solidarity and industrial unionism, it reflected the
overall mood of the upheaval.

Since it had the support of the Central Labor Union and the
powerful Dock and Cotton Council, the new central, Covington Hall noted,
"rapidly became the center of working class power in New Orleans, and
was so recognized (by all except the heads of the AF of L Central
Council) to the ending of the rebellion.” James Leonard wrote Samuel
Gompers that the United Labor Council was organized by Rufus Ruiz,

Thomas Harrison "and a few dissatisfied members of the Retail Clerks and
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Brewery Workers.” “Comment,” replied Gompers, "is unnecessary.” But
Leonard later noted that dock unions, not leaders alone, supported the
United Labor Council.

On August 30, with a membership now of thirty unions, the new
central chose its leaders. Delegates elected an executive committee of
ten, of whom four were Black and seven were dockworkers. The new

council, the Brauer—Zeitung asserted, proved that "in the city race

prejudice is waning.” The United Labor Council was, in membership and
leadership, the first interracial central body in the city since the
1892 general strike. In a structure akin to the Dock and Cotton
Council's white-Black division of posts, Thomas Harrison became
president, I.G. Wynn vice-president, Thomas Gannon recording secretary,
Black freight handler Henry Baptiste financial secretary, and James
Byrnes treasurer. Rufus Ruiz and representatives of the Retail Clerks,
Brewery Workers, and Black Cotton Yardmen rounded out the exeCutive.42

Labor Day 1907, witnessed the smallest-ever Central Trades and
Labor Council celebration, a picnic without a march, that drew 3500.
Many United Labor Council supporters participated in the Brewery Wor-
kers' picnic, swelling it to about the same size. But the Central Labor
Union marched, eight thousand Black unionists in blue uniforms passing
by the reviewing stand.

In his Labor Day address, Robert E. Lee expressed his bitterness.
The United Labor Council was "a 'tcwer of Babel and a confusion of
tongues.'” Moreover, "the lack of intelligence amongst the white men

shows when they appeal to the colored brother to guide and direct them."
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Several weeks later, the Central Trades and Labor Council issued a
statement on the local dispute and the nature of the United Labor
Council. The brewery union had colluded with the "Industrial (Wonder)
Workers of the World" to "stir up strife against the AFL.” Their
efforts had produced the new council, "composed of the Brewery Workers'
Union and a few disgruntled malcontents.”

The new council represented substantially more than that. By
September, it included the dock unions (except the white Cotton Yardmen)
and the Bakers and Confectioners, Tailors, Carriage and Wagon Workers,
Clothing Clerks, Retail Clerks, Electrical Workers, Plasterers and

43

several other construction unions.

Sources indicate that the United Labor Council lasted about a year.
In 1908, longshoreman Rufus Ruiz replaced Thomas Harrison as president,
but that year's resolution of the brewery contention took much wind out
of the new central's sails. Significantly, when the Central Trades and
Labor Council finally conceded the Brewery Workers' industry-wide juris-
diction in June, it made withdrawal from the United Labor Council a
precondition for readmission. But the Brewery Workers consulted the

United Labor Council before re—entering the Central Council.44

Nevertheless, in the summer and fall of 1907, the United Labor
Council was the vigorous expression of an upheaval of thousands of

workers concerned with labor's strength, health, and organization. The
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city's intrinsic labor force, the levee men brought their experience in
solidarity, especially Black—white cooperation, to the upsurge: they
opposed AFL craft policy, boycotted beer, demonstrated support for
brewery strikers and fought for a new interracial labor council.

Talented speakers and organizers, socialists and Wobblies (several
of whom were workers) helped strengthen collaboration among the growing
ranks of labor's dissenters during 1907. The labor movement in New
Orleans possessed its own tradition of cooperatiom, particularly on the
levee, a tradition to which radicals uniquely contributed. But

principles, not "troublemakers,” motivated the 1907 developments.
Occurring along the fault-line of solidarity, the 1907 upheaval put
levee controversy into new perspective. On the eve of the general

strike, the spirit of militant solidarity on the levee was at its

highest.
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Chapter V : The General Levee Strike

The white men and the colored men are standing together as
solid as the rock of Gibraltar and there is no chance of a
break in the ranks.

E.S. Swan, Black longshoreman, October 8
To the black laborers and their steadfast support of the white

labor leaders is due the victory of the carpetbag principle.

Times—Democrat, November l1

The decade afforded no greater test of the "carpetbag principle” on
the levee — Black-white cooperation - than the general levee strike of
1907. Described as "the most massive of the period,” "one of the most
stirring manifestations of labor solidarity in American history,” and
"the greatest ever won in the South,” the strike occurred during the
torrid labor upheaval and paralyzed new Orleans. “Nothing,” remembered
Covington Hall, “"could affect the public more than a general strike on
the levee, unless it might be a street car operators' walk-Out."2

The screwmen's contracts ran out in late summer. The contracts of
other key dock unions — Teamsters, Longshoremen, Cotton Yardmen and
Southern Pacific Freight Handlers - expired at approximately the same
time: summer and fall. In the center of this unprecedented concurrent
expiration stood the issue of screwmen's productivity, more bitterly and
decisively contested than ever before, but with an added feature:

employers now strove purposefully to eliminate first the Screwmen, then
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the other dock unions. A lock-out of the Screwmen precipitated a
general sympathetic strike on the waterfront on October 4. In the eyes
of both labor (which reaffirmed it) and management (which sought openly
to disrupt it), only interracial solidarity stood between the survival

and the destruction of levee unionism.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Preliminaries

Supremacy over the port of Galveston re-surfaced as a concern of
employers as the September busy season approached. Not only did the
Texas port's cheaper labor costs threaten New Orleans' commercial
health, it was charged, but further, Louisiana's more stringent laws
subjected an exorbitant number of cotton bales to condemnation: "The
same cotton which is threatened by rejection by the ship here goes
without challenge via other routes and through other places,” leading to
“the upbuilding of Port Arthur, Pensacola, Brunswick, Texas City, and
the increase of other ports...at the expense of this city.” Though
"inspection is a necessity,” declared the Cotton Exchange after the 1907
levee strike, it was also "a hardship...and if continued in the same
manner will only add to the present discord.”3

Amid fears of commercial desertion, several levee unions presented
demands. The Cotton Teamsters insisted on renewing their contract (due
to expire on August 31), opposing the boss draymen's call for cutting
lunchtime in half. The Black and white Cotton Yardmen jointly demanded
a wage of 10 cents for each compressed bale, an increase of a penny.

The Picayune found the outlook for levee peace "very uncertain” in mid-
August and "gloomy” at month's end.

The Teamsters' and Yardmens' demands were overshadowed by a
Longshoremen's contract war and the hovering Screwmen's negotiations.

In August, steamship agents and stevedores proposed to eliminate from
the Longshoremen's contract the guarantee (won in 1906) of half a day's
wages for men sent to ships at downriver Chalmette and Westwego, whether

they worked or not. At the same time, agents and stevedores forwarded a
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proposition to the Black and white screwmen's locals which entailed a
40-bale increase in daily work, from 16C to 20C bales per gang. "If
they only desired to,” claimed management, screwmen could easily stow
200-225 bales per gang daily.4 On the night of August 26, ten days
after the birth of the United Labor Council, the Longshoremen's and
Screwmen's unions met on different floors of Screwmen's Hall and deli-
vered simultaneous rejections. With no settlement between either the
Cotton Yardmen and the press owners or the Cotton Teamsters and the boss
draymen, the port was headed for crisis.

Temporary abatement came when the Black longshorement again
appealed for a "half-and-half” division of foremen. The ensuing contro-
versy delayed the joint Black-white repudiation of mangement's contract
offer. A.J. Ellis, former screwman and now a leading longshoreman,
elucidated the Black local's position: the 50-50 division of foremen
would enhance labor's strength. Longshoremen "could not effect the ends
they seek without power over themselves.” Equal empowerment of the Black
local would augment the joint strength of the two organizations.

Both the white local and the employers opposed the demand, the
latter declaring that white men resented having "a negro boss over
them.” An emotional meeting of the two locals, chaired by Chris Scully
and E.S. Swan, witnessed sharp white resistance to equalization of
foremen: "We'll have no niggers bossing us as foremen!”, "I'11l drive a
dirt cart before a nigger'll boss me.”

Expecting "cooler heads” to prevail within the Black local, the

Picayune blamed the trouble on "a few belligerent Ethiopians who believe
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in the theory that Ham's descendants are as good as the white man in
every respect.” Indeed, anti-Black statements received a stern rebuke
during the joint meeting from a Black longshoreman who, according the
the Picayune, gave “"a general arraignment of the white race.” He
protested the "screening [of] the colored brother off to himself in the
street cars,” charged that whites "generally denied him his rights,” and
promised that the Black worker would achieve equality "on the levee if
he can have it no place else.” A white worker answered: "You black

, you'll never get it!"

That the Picayune's reporter was, by union statute, not in the hall
and that the paper had in the past forecast splits that never materia-—
lized, did not detract from actual white resistance to the proposal.
Thus, again, the Black local dropped its demand for equalization of
foremen, to the relief of the Picayunme: "It Is-well to remember th

this is a white man's <:0untry."5

The longshoremen's organizations now jointly rebuffed management's
contract offer and readied for a strike. The Black and white screwmen's
locals had, in the meanwhile, pledged to continue stowing 160 bales per
gang rather than the 200 bales asked by management. Though the Cotton
Yardmen and their employers had reached agreement on the aforementioned
one-cent raise, the Longshoremen's contract controversy combined with
the Cotton Teamsters' lunch-hour dispute to introduce the first stage of
port paralysis in early September. The Teamsters walked out on Septem—

ber 3, immediately affecting the yardmen (from whom they received baled
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cotton) and the longshoremen (to whom they delivered it), dDut the situa-
tion worsened on September 5 when the longshoremen's locals struck
together. Half a day's pay, work or no, for assignments to nearby
Chalmette and Westwego and the right of longshoremen (rather than lower-
paid members of a projected "sack sewers” union) to repair damaged cargo
constituted the bones of contention.

Now the screwmen (their own issues far from settled), in solidarity
with the longshore locals, refused to stow cotton handled by non-union
longshoremen. Though the United Fruit and Puerto Rico ship lines and
stevedore John B. Honor reached accord with the longshoremen, thus
allowing some work to continue, most lines did not and the bulk of levee
commerce ground to a halt. Sympathetic action with the longshoremen
threatened to become a general strike. Mayor Behrman called
Longshoremen's officials to his office the evening of September 5. The
mayor asked those present (among them Chris Scully, Harry Keegan, E.S.
Swan, and James E. Porter) to concede a five—day grace period in which
longshoremen would work and negotiations proceed.

E.S. Swan was amenable to the mayor's proposal, but the others were
not. The mayor got to the crux of the matter:

It's the advertising this city of ours is going to get that

will hurt us. It will be carried all over the country on the

telegraph wires that the port of New Orleans is tied up, and

trade will be diverted from us.

The following day (September 6), with minimal levee labor
continuing, longshoremen's leaders and employers met at Behrman's

office. Along with the joint white-Black union committee came Thomas

Harrison, president of the United Labor Council and secretary of the
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white Screwmen. Steamship agent William P. Ross feared that local trade
"will certainly be deviated elsewhere,” and stevedore William J. Kearney
complained that workers were undisciplined, ready to stop work at the
smallest trifle. Tt was to further undermine the foreman's role that
the whites had refused extension of "half-and-half” to Black foremen,
Kearney suggested.

Perhaps Kearney had intended to provoke dissension between white
and Black unionists, then and there, by raising the recent dispute: in
any case, white longshoreman Harry Keegan thought so. His blunt
response implied that press reports had distorted matters:

I'm sorry to see Mr. Kearney take up that question. I want to

say to Your Honor [Behrman] that whoever told Mr. Kearney

that the white men of the Levee refused to work under negro

foremen is the damnest liar the Lord ever put on earth!

Behrman interrupted, "Hold, Mr. Keegan; you must not use such
language.” Keegan went on:

Excuse me, Your Honor, but when a man stoops so low as to

misinterpret facts it demands strong talk. If Mr. Kearney

thinks he can come here and make trouble between these two

unions, he is mistaken. They are standing together for _mutual

protection, and are going to see that they get justice.

The longshoremen stayed out for a week. The locals jointly
reaffirmed their demand for renewal of the old contract. On September
10, I1linois Central freight handlers refused to unload pig-iron
destined for stowing by non—union longshoremen; the all-Black Coal
Wheelers began a boycott of the affected steamship lines.

In mid-September, employers conceded the sack—-sewing and down~river

labor issues and agreed essentially to renew the old contract. The

locals accepted and the strike ended. As the Cotton Teamsters' lunch
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hour dispute had meanwhile been resolved, levee labor was almost back to

normal by the third week of September.8
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Galveston

Their significance and impact notwithstanding, the foregoing
disputes preceded the developing screwnen's storm as preliminaries to a
heavyweight title fight. Even as the longshoremen's strike ended, the
massive Leyland Line hired sailors to stow cotton and tobacco in its
ships, triggering a boycott of the line by levee unions. For the
screwmen's negotiations had deteriorated through September. On the
steamship lines not struck by the longshoremen, screwmen's gangs had
continued to stow 160 bales, far below employer demands. Screwmen's
leaders rejected invitations to several meetings called by the Cotton,
Sugar, Stock and other exchanges - the Joint Conference of Exchanges -
to discuss an increased work load.9

The impaése featured a revival of claims that screwmen of other
ports were more productive. Agents particularly mentioned that Galveston
workers stowed 300 bales per gang daily, nearly double the work load of
local screwmen. Why not look into this? asked the Picayume.

The question seemed reasonable to local screwmen. They dispatched
James Byrnes and Thomas Harrison of the white union and T.P. Woodland
and Nelson Shepard of the Black local to Galveston in late September,
after the longshoremen's walkout. While awaiting their return,
dockworkers maintained the boycott of the Leyland Line; but even the
work at unaffected ship lines remained at low ebb because the busy

season had started slowly and late.
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“"Galveston,” Covington Hall reminisced, "was pictured as a port
where everybody, including workers, was happy, satisfied, and working
together solely for the public good.” But when the screwmen's leaders
returned, they had a different story to tell. Harrison and Byrnes
reported that Galveston screwmen rarely stowed 300 bales per gang. Gangs
in the Texas port handled as few as 150 and as many as 270 bales.

T.P. Woodland complemented this account. After observing and
talking with Galveston screwmen, he was more than ever convinced tht a
five-man gang could not stow 300 bales in a day without dropping from
exhaustion. He himself had once helped stow 200 bales: at quitting time
he was "half dead.” If Galveston men stowed 200 or more a day, there was
a reason, Woodland ventured: "In Galveston,...the white and colored
screwmen are fighting each other, and to that circumstance is largely
[due] the conditions that prevail there."}0

Galveston dock organizations had not scored gains in developing
cooperation like those registered by their Crescent City counterparts.
Black longshoremen had received some white support during an 1898
strike, but employers had not ruled out the exclusive hiring of whites,
suggesting then that "the days of the negro on the wharf will be a thing

of the past.” A 1903 dock strike for recognition of a "Grain Handlers"
union failed when the Screwmen and Freight Handlers remained at work.
Three thousand workers, including a thousand Black men, made up the
Galveston levee force, but joint white-Black bodies do not seem to have
developed in the early twentieth century. Amid record-breaking cotton,

corn, and wheat shipments, white and Black dockers were segregated on

the job. (Like New Orleans, Galveston in 1907 was generally segregated
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and its Black population disfranchised: 50C of 10,000 Blacks voted in
the city in 1906.)

Black screwmen, reported a Leyland Line representative, also did
longshoremen's work in Galveston: by 1908, the Longshoremen's union no
longer existed. The Leyland stevedore hired only Black screwmen; whites,
he felt, were lazy and inclined to drink. Freight handlers, on the other
hand, were all-white. The Picayune reported that the "entire work” at
the Texas port's "Southern Pacific wharves is done without even a
Senegambian in evidence.”

Though estimates of average stowage in 1908 ranged from 200 to 275
bales, Black screwmen in January 1908 set 2 "world's record” by
averaging 338 bales stowed per gang in one day. Twenty—-seven gangs
loaded 9,146 bales on January 1.1l

New Orleans levee employers had good reason to insist on "parity
with GCalveston” in working conditions and cotton stowage. Fears of
diverted trade were real and were invoked to reduce union strength in
the Crescent City. Covington Hall observed that in their "war on
workers,” New Orleans steamship agents pointed to Galveston as example
and rival, for the Texas port enjoyed cheap labor and better machinery,
newer wharves, more conveniences. This, commented Hall, "was used by the

agents” in New Orleans "as an excuse for imposing lower wagesﬁdz
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Dead-End

Steamship agents therefore ignored the reports of overworked,
divided Galvestonian levee men presented by screwmen Byrnes, Harrison,
Shepard and Woodland upon their return to the city. Agents threatened a
lockout in all shipping lines unless screwmen agreed to stow 200 bales
per gang. Acting on the agents' behalf, the Joint Conference of Exchan-
ges put the 200 bale demand to the screwmen's locals at a meeting on
September 26. Labor men presented included Byrnes, Harrison, Shepard,
Woodland and longshoreman James Porter.

The Black and white locals deemed management's position
intolerable. The cost of living had risen 35 per cent in five years,
contended Harrison, and wages had not kept pace. Shipping lines had
meanwhile recorded great profits: "If any shaving is to be done, should
it not be from their end?” Harrison spoke heatedly:

Is it not singularly strange, that when it comes to reducing

the cost of anything, in this instance we will say, the cost

of loading a ship, the laboring man must bear the brunt of

that reduction, the cut must be made in his wages? I contend

that the laboring man has stood for as much reduction and

squeezing as he can. I have not seen the agents show in the

papers what they make. Examine the assessment rolls for

yourselves: you will find that they have grown rich out of

what the laborer has made for them.

In joint session on September 27, the white and Black screwmen's
locals rejected 200 bales and threatened to stow fewer than the 160
bales stipulated in the last contract. In turn, the Exchanges ann

that 200 bales was the minimum, that stowage of 230-240 per gang was not

that far down the pike. Don't be stubborn, the Picayune admonished the
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screwmen on September 30.13

With the agents now sworn to achieve "parity with Galveston,” and
levee labor sustained and inspired by the experience of recent and
continuing upheaval, the crisis developed precipitously.

On October 1, another steamship line, the Austro-American, joined
Leyland in hiring sailors to stow cotton, locking out union screwmen.
The solidarity spirit and mechanism, fortified in preceding weeks, now
went into motion. Illinois Central freight handlers, Black and white,
refused to "unload any cars having freight aboard” for the two lines.
Black longshoremen's president E.S. Swan warned: "If the Screwmen were
by themselves maybe they [employers] would beat them, but the minute
strikebreakers are put to work everybody on the levee quits!”

When, in an unrelated controversy, the Southern Pacific freight
handlers struck on October 1 for a wage increase, the port faced the
closing of both banks of the levee: Algiers and city-side. The mayor
called in the screwmen and the agents one last time on October 3, as
levee unions blacklisted Leyland and Austro—American. William P. Ross,
chairman of the Joint Conference of Steamship Agents and Stevedores,
told Behrman and the union leaders that a 240-bale work load was the
only acceptable solution, the only guarantee of "parity with Galveston.”
The following day, all steamship lines locked out the screwmen, driving

the levee unions to the ultimate response.14
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The Strike Begins

Upon the appeals of the Dock and Cotton Council, nine thousand
dockworkers struck the port on October 4 at 6 PM. Two thousand stave
classes, pilers and drivers walked out a day later. The initial

breakdown of participating unions read as follows:15

White Screwmen 800 men
Black Screwmen 1,000
White Longshoremen 1,400
Black Longshoremen 2,100
White Cotton Yardmen 523
Black Cotton Yardmen 700
Coal Wheelers (Black) 310
Cotton Teamsters (Black) 200
Freight Handlers (mixed) 1,100
Cotton Markers and Inspectors (white) 110
Stave Classers 300
Stave Cart Drivers 75
Round Freight Teamsters 200

The general levee strike of 1907 was a sympathetic industry-wide
action of solidarity with the screwmen. Joining their own wage demands
to the cause of the screwmen, Southern Pacific freight handlers made the
cessation of levee life complete on both banks of the port. The strike
affected every steamship line and both dock-owning railroads, the
Illinois Central and the Southern Pacific. The action became more
extensive and absolute than any work stoppage in the decade. It
challenged in the same breath several of the world's largest shipping
concerns (particularly Leyland and Harrison, both British—owned) and

most powerful railroad companies.
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“The first purpose of the steamship companies and railroads,” wrote
Covington Hall, "was to destroy the Screwmen's Association.” The aim

came into clear focus in the Picayune and the Times—Democrat. (These

were the city's most influential papers: the venerable Picayune, dating
from 1837, consistently reflected extreme white supremacist views, while

taking somewhat less hostile positions against the levee unions. The

equally racist Times—Democrat - an 1881 fusion of the formerly-Republi-
can Times and the anti-Reconstruction Democrat — claimed in 1907 "A
Larger Circulation Than Any Other Newspaper South of the Potomac and
Ohio Rivers”: it was virulently anti-union.)

The Picayune reported on October 5:

The employers again stated as individuals yesterday that the

Screwmen would probably be done away with entirely in the

fight and things would be reconstructed on a basis that would
do away with the different classes of labor.

The Times-Democrat related, "Around the Cotton Exchange the senti-

ment was unanimous that the fight should be made for the extinction of
the screwmen's organizations,” and editorialized on October 8: "The
present fight is to do away with the screwmen, to abolish an extinct,
useless, expensive and dangerous organization...” The idling of ten
thousand men, roaming the streets with energy to burn, was proof posi-
tive of the "menace to the peace of the city"” posed by "irresponsible

unions,” the Times—Democrat maintained. (In a similar vein, the New

Orleans Item advised strikers: "Above all, don't drink.™)

"Suppressing” the screwmen, stated the Times-Democrat, would

equalize wages and conditions between Galveston and New Orleans.

Southern Pacific agent E.E. Lamberton told the press that the Freight
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Handlers would also be wiped off the map: "We have never recognized any
union in these sheds and we don't intend to now.” The Picayune
elaborated, explaining that if management triumphed,
there will not only be no more screwmen's unions, but the
longshoremen's unions, the freight handlers' union and the
coal wheelers' unions will not be recognized as separate or
individual organizatioms, any body of workmen being employed

to do any character of work.

Under such a set—up, employers would feel "safer."16

The unions in the Dock and Cotton Council issued their own endorse-
ments and instructions to members. The screwmen, acknowledged a dock
leader, would be crushed if they were alone: "strikes are won by unity”
and "lost by lack of proper mutuality.” The Black Longshoremen unani-
mously voted to support the strike. E.S. Swan reported: "The white men
and the colored men are standing together as solid as the rock of
Gilbraltar and there is no chance of a break in the ranks.” The Black
and white yardmen's locals and the Cotton Teamsters jointly asked their
men "to remain away from their former place of business.” After the
joint yardmen's endorsement, Black local president I.G. Wynn announced
they would "stand by the strike to the last.”

The Dock and Cotton Council acquired two strike organs at the very
outset: The Daily News and Oscar Ameringer's Labor World, distributed
free to strikers. The United Labor Council supported the strike from the
beginning, prompting rumors of city-wide general strike. That action

failed to materialize, but the Central Trades and Labor Council, though
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bitterly estranged from dock labor, declared support. The Times-Democrat

of October 6 carried a remarkable statement by Trades and Labor Council
president Robert E.Lee:

We are bound to recognize the negro as an economic factor in

the labor situation here, and that is the difference between

the situation here and in Galveston. In Galveston, the negro

and white longshoremen are competing with each other, and the

condition of that port practically amounts to slavery.

New Orleans, moreover, was larger and its cost of living higher,

to a point where the laboring man can scarcely support himself

and his family on what he earns. If competition were to prevail

between the negro ?9d the white laborers, starvation wages

would be the rule.

Dockworkers reported to their union offices for strike benefits
soon after the walkout began. Economic burdens remained substantial,
however; employers expressed confidence that hardship would pressure
entire families and bring strikers to their senses. A stevedore
predicted: "Their wives will win the strike for us, for I have been told
that they do not sympathize with the idea of stopping work when the
season is just commencing."18

Later events would belie his forecast, for women and children not

only supported the strike but also participated in key confrontations.
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Strikebreakers

Employers, however, did not rely on an increase in hunger to bring
the strike to an end. They introduced thousands of strikebreakers.
Though Governor Newton Blanchard at first vcowed to send in the militia to
ensure continuing commerce, he did not follow through (and was in fact
discouraged by Mayor Behrman) and therefore the shipping companies and
railroads provided their own security.

During the first week, replacements unloaded freight trains and
stowed cotton. Ship crews initially performed the latter task, but the
Thiel and Pinkerton agencies soon provided non—union men (from points
north) in abundance. The Illinois Central, itself a beneficiary, subsi-
dized the transportation. News of the food provided the obviously despa-
rately hungry men appeared in the Picayune's human interest story,
"Hungry Strike Breakers Hold the Sandwich Record":

Dining car officials of the Illinois Central Railroad said

yesterday that they had seen droves of cattle eating up

prairies of grass and had heard of boa comstrictors and other

wild animals satisfying their hunger with enormous quantities

of food, but that the sights they had witnessed within the

past few days had surpassed not only the records of their

observations, but the strangest stretches of their

imaginatione.

The strikebreakers were Black and white. The whites, noted the

sharp-eyed Picayune, comprised - "by appearance” - Irish, Germans,

Austrians, Scandanavians, and Italians; on October 10, the Times—Democrat

reported the arrival of "Yiddish and Greeks" from St. Louis and Chicago.
Strikebreakers of both races were poor, labeled "dirty” by the press.

Most were "unfortunate men to whom most any job anywhere held out the
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promise of three meals per,” according to Oscar Ameringer.lg

Housed on ships and in freight sheds, watched over by well-armed
guards (particularly at the Illinois Central docks, where two hundred
company police carried rifles and hickory sticks, and at the Southern
Pacific wharves, where fifty rounds of ammunition were available to
Winchester-toting detectives), many initially stowed several ships at a
rapid clip, some gangs averaging 200 bales in the strike's first days.
But predictions that they could stow 300-400 bales per gang were not
borne out, nor did the men prove able to work consistently. The Picayune
noted on October 9 that they were "not as handy as they might be.” Most
had not labored at all in recent months. "By their general attitude,”
said the Picayune, many showed "that they were hardly on speaking terms
with any kind of work. "20

Inexperience in dock labor and congested living quarters produced
accidents and illness. A non—-union longshoreman was knocked into the
river by a cotton~laden float. He drowned: "The body has not yet been
recovered.” Aboard the "hotel”™ ships "Magdalene” and "Endeavor,” men

suffered from food poisoning and exhaustion.21

Perhaps persuaded by the booing, jeering, interracial crowds of
dockworkers on the wharves, or by the several physical confrontations
with Black and white strikers, many strikebreakers quit work. Further,
many had not known a strike was in progress and stopped working when

they found out. To strike participant Covington Hall, the "rebellions”
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of scores of non—union men against the shipping and railroad firms
constituted "one of the most unusual mixups.” During the strike, Oscar
Ameringer met a Chicago socialist who claimed to have been taken from a
jail cell (to which he had been consigned for drunkenness), “pushed and
jostled"” along with cellmates "into a waiting train,” and sent to New
Orleans as a strikebreaker.

Groups of sailors, members of European, particularly British,
seamen's unions, refused to load and unload cargo. Over drinks in a
riverfront bar, Irish and Swedish seamen told dock leader Rufus Ruiz
that they had been forced to do dock labor at the risk of their
paychecks, a charge denied by steamship agents. Aboard the United Fruit
Company's "Anselm,” reported the Picayune, "the sailors...refused to
load cargo yesterday, declaring themselves in sympathy with the striking
dock workers.” For a day, stevedores themselves performed the work. They
then hired replacements, seven of whom quit almost immediately, while

others stayed on. Those remaining on the "Anselm,” the Times-Democrat

stated, "were Russian Jews mainly, while the quitters were Americans."”

Several days after the walkout opened, 65 strikebreaking freight
handlers quit the Illinois Central docks and sent a delegation of thirty
to see the mayor. They had come to New Orleans unaware of a strike,
informed by the railroad that freight handlers were needed and jobs
abundant. Several such repentants obtained passage home via box—car and
caboose, courtesy of railroad unionists who supplied passes reading,

This is to certify that the bearer of this card was brought to

New Orleans on the promise of a legitimate job. Discovering on

his arrival that he was to act as strikebreaker, he refused.

We kindly ask all good union brothers to assist him in

returning to his home in ,
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but within a short time the mayor's office was besieged by other
strikebreakers. Replacements doing screwmen's and longshoremen's work
claimed that they had been brought there on false pretenses. They were
neither receiving the agreed wages nor "doing the kind of work they had
contracted to do."22

Now indeed, a growing pool of idle and angry ex—strikebreakers
walked the streets. Amid reports of stealing (of clothing) from storage
sheds, editorials protested the importation of "the roughest, toughest
and dirtiest bums that the country affords.” A cry went up to send them
home at railroad expense. At this early point in the strike, Mayor
Behrman entered the fray forcefully and in a somewhat anti-management
frame of mind. For he feared that the use and mis-use of non—union men
endangered the security of the city.

Behrman contacted the Illionois Central, relating his talk with
strikebreaking freight handlers and their charge of company distortion
of the actual situation on the New Orleans levee. Please arrange for
their return, the mayor asked:

«.The city must not be made to suffer further by dumping in

our midst a lot of tramps and hoboes who claim to be brought

here under misrepresentation and left to prey upon the

community, because of their unwillingness to work and

inability to return to the points whence they were brought

here.

The railroad's reply, to the effect that nothing obligated it to
pay the fares of “"indigent persons,” propted Behrman to cable the
Interstate Commerce Commission for a ruling . He explained: "The men

brought here by the Illinois Central Railroad are now a public charge

and danger.... The railroad cannot be the judge of the law. I ask your
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construction.”

A visit by Oscar Ameringer and four refugees from the "hotel”™ ship
"Magdalene” did nothing to relieve Behrman's consternation. The former
strikebreakers said they had not been permitted to¢ take their clothes
with them when they left the ship. Behrman notified Police Imspector
E.S. Whitaker bluntly, "You will please to detail a man to accompany Mr.
Ameringer to get these men's clothes."23

Awaiting the ICC's ruling during that first week, Behrman became
increasingly concerned about the strike. Notwithstanding management's
claim that strikebreakers were doing fine, freight piled up on the
levee. No dock unionist had returned to work: the Dock and Cotton
Council was in firm control, and as far as the mayor could see, was
conducting a generally peaceful action. But what of the harm caused by
the prolongation of the city's agony?

"Undesirables"” were "dangerous as long as they infest our city;”
but worse, "the commerce of the port is being made to suffer and is

threatened with absolute ruin.” "There is serious danger,” wrote the
mayor to the Joint Conference of Exchanges, of trade "never being reco-
vered if we do not take immediate steps to remedy all abuses once and
forever."” Noting that labor had kept things peaceful, Behrman suspected
“that those who have been clamoring loudest for the prevention of acts
of violence are really those who are more than anxious to have them
occur.”

Backed by the Dock and Cotton Council, the screwmen meanwhile

declared "parity with Galveston” out of the question. If anything, they
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preferred the upgrading of Galveston's working conditions to achieve

parity with New Orleans, at a higher standard. As employers yet envi-

sioned “"parity” of a lower sort, the impasse thus deepened. On October
11, Mayor Behrman declared: "We are face to face with a condition which

: . .3 n24
will not admit of extenuation of any kind.
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The Second Week

The next week found the strike solid, its effects wider. The port,
Oscar Ameringer wrote, "was completely tied up”:

Fruit steamers from the tropics could neither coal, nor

discharge their cargoes. Thousands of tons of bananas and

citrus fruit were dumped in the river. Thousands of workers

not connected with the strikes were thrown out of work.

Business of all kinds suffered tremendously.

"Not a bale of cotton was sold at the Cotton Exchange” on October
15, the Picayune reported: "This is certainly not a pleasant fact to
contemplate."25

The strike's second week witnessed attempts to split the strikers,
accompanied by reports of infighting and division among them. To
prominent cotton merchant J.G. Duncan, the other dockworkers' solidarity
with the screwmen was incomprehensible. How, he asked, could
longshoremen, teamsters and others join a strike which did not concern
them? Since the other levee men had "no grievance against their

employers,” it was "folly"” for them to risk "loss of wages” and "present
and eventual suffering” simply for the principle of solidarity.

To weaken the strike, steamship agents called for the revival of
the White League, spearhead of the famous 1874 coup attempt against
Reconstruction (heralding the demise of Republican rule three years
later). Designed to intimidate Black strikers and to stoke the
apparently cooling furnace of "white solidarity” among white unionists,
the appeal received an immediate rebuff from the strike's unofficial
voice, the Daily News:

"What's sauce for the goose is sauce for the gander” and if,
as they declare, they are going to organize a new White League
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to break up the so—called “"conspiracy” against the port by the
Screwmen, let them get after all such conspiracies and break
them upe.

But the strikers remained united, as the walkout entered a new
phase with an exchange of peace proposals. Backed by the Dock and Cotton
Council, the white and Black screwmen offered on October 11 to return to
work at the 160-bale rate, pending a settlement on the basis of a port
investigation. Mayor Behrman urged the Joint Conference of Exchanges to
endorse the proposition and to launch a "full and complete investigation
of all port charges, right now and at once.” The States editorialized,
"Nothing can be fairer than this,” appealing to the steamship agents to
now “"do their share towards relieving the general burden,” while the
Picayune added its endorsement. But management found labor's
"flexibility" rigid and unacceptable. Indeed, the Exchanges agreed to
investigate only if the screwmen returned to work at the rate of 200
bales per gang (which issue had precipitated the strike in the first
place).

Stories of vacillation among the levee unions now surfaced, key
leaders apparently considering the screwmen too unyielding. "Persistent
rumors,” several of which "came from the steamship agents,” spoke of the

Dock and Cotton Council's impending desertion of the screwmen's cause.

One leader told the Times-Democrat on Octcber 13:

We are tired of this thing. Our treasuries are depleted by a
strike which does not concern us and can do us no good....The
other labor leaders are getting tied of pulling the chestnuts
out of the fire for them [the screwmen]. They are the
aristocrats of the levee and they have never done anything but
harm. We all want to go back to work. Our wives and families
are starving because we have no food to give them and we can't
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get any until we go back to work.
The papers reported that contention arose during the Dock and

Cotton Council's discussion of the Exchanges' counter-offer, as “the
peace-lovers in the body"” shouted down the motion for rejection put
forth by "a mulatto” of "insolent temperament,” whose "reputation as an
agitator is well-established.” Overall, however, according to the
Picayune, Black unionists were "most clamorous” for an end to the
screwmen's unrelenting stance.27

Nevertheless, the Black and white screwmen (spurred by “"the whip of

discipline,” the Times—Democrat stated) unanimously repudiated the

Exchanges' proposal at a joint meeting on October 14; the Dock and
Cotton Council, equally accordant (its "conservative opposition was

stifled,” the Times-Democrat charged), upheld them. The Exchanges,

declared a screwman, "must think we are a lot of kids to swallow any
such proposition as that made in their reply to the Mayor's letter. "
The screwmen's joint session greeted the reading of the 200-bale

proposal with derision: "Turn it down Throw it in the waste basket!”
"We stand for 160 bales.”

In a letter to the mayor, approved by the meeting and signed by
presidents James Byrnes and T.P. Woodland, the screwmen found the latest
proposal lacking in "fairness, equality or justice.” Upon adjournment,
the men retired to the alley alongside Screwmen's Hall and continued to
assail management, one screwman observing that the Exchanges' offer "had
no parallel in labor history."” Another curbstone debator asserted:

Were we to go to work...it would practically amount to

accepting conditions that were one of the issues to be
arbitrated. We will go to work stowing 160 bales as of yore
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while they investigate and arbitrate, but no 200 bales for us.
The fidelity of dock labor's most oppressed component, the Black
workers, made a particularly vivid impression on Oscar Ameringer: "As
strikers, there could be no better. I saw some of the boys lose the
shines of their skins, grow thinner as the weeks went on, but they
stuck.” Whenever he addressed Black dockworkers' meetings, Ameringer
encountered emphatic committment:
As the audience warmed up, there came responses such as "Now
he's talking, now he's talking. Tell 'em. Tell ‘em.” Their
responses were harmonized somewhat in the manner of Negro
spirituals. An eerie picture, these chanting black men, their
white eyeballs shining under flickering gas jets. But once I
heard them chanting, I knew they would stick for another week.

Their ggionism was far more than a matter of hours and
wages.

Events during that second week indicated, however, that dock labor
was not impervious to compromise. On October 17, Mayor Behrman appeared
beofre a joint white—-Black screwmen's session and practically begged the
locals to accept a 180-bale workload, pending arbitrationm. Denying that
the unions disrespected law and commerce, and adopting a pro—labor
approach, the mayor termed anti—-union attacks by press and management
"slanderous and unfounded.” He labeled their proponents "insidious"” and
"obstinate" for refusing "to remove the barriers in their insistence for
200 bales before even taking up the open investigation of port charges.”

The screwmen acceded to the 180-bales figure, but to Behrman's

dismay, as a final settlement, pending nothing. They thereby evoked new

indignation among employers and prompted new rumors of opposition to
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their "inflexible” decision within the Dock and Cotton Council. Reports
notwithstanding, Black and white dock locals endorsed the screwmen's
vote. Nothing could divide the strikers, asserted Black longeshoremen's
president E.S. Swan:

I wish to deny that there is any danger of the Longshoremen
breaking away from the Screwmen and going back to work. The
whites and negroes were never before so strongly cemented in a
commonn bond and in my thirty-nine years on the Levee, I never
saw such solidarity. In all the previous strikes, the negro
was used against the white man, but that condition is now
past, and both races are standing together for their common
interests. New Orleans cannot be compared to Galveston, as

in Galveston a condition of slavery exists because the races
are at variance. If the two would combine there as they have
combine here, they would get better conditions.

But when the Dock and Cotton Council (noting that 160 bales was
preferable and that the screwmen had conceded much) unanimously endorsed

the screwmen, the pro—employer Times-Democrat opened fire as never

before:

This is 2 battle decisive in its way as Waterloo was.
Surrender to the handful of men who use a mass of negroes to
block the progresigof the city should be put out of the
question forever.
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Confrontation

Important developments in the use of strikebreakers occurred in a
span of several days. The Southern Pacific, whose union freight handlers
had combined the sympathetic strike with their own wage demands,
announced victory on October 15. Reports suggested strikers would return
but without union recognition. The Illinois Central too declared victory
over its sympathetically-striking freight handlers, after strikebreakers
unloaded a record 110 railroad cars on Sunday, October 13 and a more
incredible 134 cars on October l4. The non—unionists, stated the
railroad, had won permanent jobs; but, for their comfort and protection,
the T1llinois Central provided "copious supplies of water and soap,”
round-the-clock Thiel Agency guards, and an emergency lighting system in
the event of a city-wide general strike.30

Despite the railroads' announcements and a concurrent steamship
agents' report that strikebreakers had learned to stow cotton "in a
remarkably quick time,...with almost as much precision as...the
screwmen” (and several gangs averaged 260 bales), port commerce was
crippled by the general character of the walkout. Dock labor embodied a
process, each of its adjoining components dependent upon coordination
and cooperation with the others. The massive cargoes unloaded by
strikebreaking freight handlers did not necessarily find immediate
transfer into ships as in the usual freight handlers—longshoremen's—screwnen's
chain of tasks. On the contrary, freight
accumulated on the levee. Black roustabouts refused a whopping fifty

cents per bale to assist in cotton stowage. The Times-Democrat quoted
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one: "We wouldn't tech a bale of that cotton, "cus we promised our
'sistance and wouldn't hurt the screwmen's cause. No boss, not f'r a
dolla bale.”

Spreading illness and fatigue among the strikebreakers on the
"hotel” ships undermined hopes to conduct business as usual. And even a
Mayor Behrman learned from the Interstate Commerce Commission that the
Illinois Central was not obliged to pay strikebreakers' return fares,
refugee non—unionists continued to ask his assistance in returning

home.31

In the meantime, a crucial leg of the work process had not operated
at all: unremedied by non—-union labor, the compressing and transporting
of cotton bales to the docks had broken down completely during the
first week of the strike. Special problems attended the use of
strikebreakers for this work, normally the labor of cotton yardmen and
cotton teamsters. The cotton presses were near the levee, in residential
communities: union teamsters customarily conveyed the pressed bales to
the docks through city streets. They passed houses and shops on the way.
Among those residing along the routes were dockworkers and their
families.

The use of strikebreakers in this realm of the labor process was a
risky proposition. But ten days after the strike began, the cotton
factors and boss draymen attempted to get things moving again. To cut
down expenses and labor, they announced that a certain amount of the

unbaled cotton (unloaded from trains at the Illinois Central tracks)
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would be brought directly to the ships and stowed "flat." Significantly,
this avoided the use of yardmen and teamsters altogether.

But, since greater profits accrued to the tight, full stowage of
ships that only cotton pressing made possible, strikebreakers for both
the presses and the conveyances, or "floats,” had to be found.

To do yardmen's work, men were brought in (by arrangement with the
I1linois Central) from rural Louisiana. Most were Black. Housing
facilities included camps in the cotton yards and an old building two
blocks from the river. Cotton factors added to Mayor Behrman's anxieties
by asking police protection for the arriving non—unionsts at the
railroad depot and at the sites of accomodation. (Interestingly, the
shipping and railroad companies preferred to hire security men rather
than use the police to guard the wharves and "hotel” ships. Covington
Hall suggested that in fact city police could not be trusted to protect
strikebreakers: many policemen also worked as longshoremen and screwmen
and were members of levee unions.)32

The boss draymen hired as teamsters local men who knew the routes
from the presses to the docks. All were Black. All were in their teens.
Their first day of work was October 14; their last day, October 15.
Their experiences en route to the levee forced the abrupt cancellation

of an entire field of levee commerce for the duration of the strike.

The press reported five attacks on the young strikebreakers, all by

Blacks: women participated in four of the incidents, youth in one. The
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wives and mothers of Black dock unionists, Oscar Ameringer reminisced,
played an important role in the strike: "Many of them worked in white
men's kitchens, and supplies they carried home at night under their
aprons contributed greatly toward holding out."33

All the family, social, church, recreational, and fratermal

dimensions of levee unionism that gave it community worth and made it

moral, crystallized in the events of October 14 and 15.

The mother of one strikebreaker gave him a public beating, despite
the "protestations” of a policeman "who did not understand the

situation.” She pointed out that her son was under sixteen years of age.

that "she had a right to do whatever she pleased with him.”

Not far from the stables where the non-union men picked up the mule
teams, one father caught up with his son, "called him off the float and

ordered him to go home.”

The press supplied droll, abusive descriptions of a confrontation
in the Irish Channel community. "An o0ld negro mammy,” "of the Amazon
type, big and burly,” approached her son "who was driving one of the
drays.” She cried out, "Listen ter yoah mah!” According to the Picayune
the ensuing scene unfolded:

"A son ob mine take de place ob a union man! Smash and the
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exclamation was punctuated by a sock on the nose - mah own
flesh an® bilud drag man grah hairs down ter disgrace.” bing!
another on the breadbasket. "Why you trashy nigger, run for
yer life!” and to make peremptory the last injunction, the
huge wench raised her No. 10 foot, connected with her son and
heri's anatomy and lifting him clear off the float, sent him
"ker-plash” into a slimy puddle that claimed the center of the
roadway .

Farther uptown, a non-union teamster driving through "the poorer
quarter” came upon a crowd of women. When they rushed toward him, he
jumped off the float and ran. The "infuriated mob of bedraggled, evil-

smelling negresses” were led by "an ebony-hued Antiope. Since the
object of their anger had fled, the women proceeded to destroy the
vehicle. With knives,they cut the traces of the harness (allowing the
mules to escape),

and then by sheer strength lifted the float from the muddy

street and held it suspended, while others of the band,

skillfully using wrenches, removed the wheels. The float was
left a wreck in the middle of the street...

Fearing hysteria, Mayor Behrman accused the press of exaggerating
the incident and produced a message from a cotton merchant to clarify
events. But Charles W. Shepard's brief, less evocative, statement
suggested that this incident had occurred as reported, and that more
than one vehicle had been ruined:

We have endeavored since Saturday to move some of our

cotton...to the Creole Line at Eighth street. We were able to

secure the labor and the floats. We moved to Seventh

and Annunciation streets, where they were set upon by a mob,

wheels removed from the drays and the harness literally cut
in pieces.
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Like the latter experience, the next took place uptown, near the
levee, in an integrated community. A group of "women, girls and boys”
stopped a passing non-union teamster and drove him from the float. They
"unhitched the mules and drove them up the street. They then took the
wheels off the wagon bed and left it in the street.” Police Inspector
E.S. Whitaker's official report confirmed the newspaper stories:

When a crowd of boys and women crowded around the negro,

hissing him, he got frightened and ran away. Some of the boys

drove the flat intothe gutter, against an electric light post
and took one of the clinchpins out of the wheel.

Therefore, the boss draymen abandoned the hauling of cotton from
the presses to the levee. Merchants confessed inability "to comply with
our contracts.” Flat, unpressed cotton, delivered directly to the docks
by strikebreaking freight handlers, remained unstowed upon the levee.
The cotton factors diverted new consignments of flat cotton to cotton

press establishments in Natchez, Vicksburg and Mobile.34
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Towards a Settlement

Though the strike's third week found "the city in the midst of an
unusual period of depression” and "financial New Orleans suffering badly
with the blues,” new moves buoyed hopes for settlement. On the day they
accepted Mayor Behrman's 180-bale proposal, minus the arbitration
clause, the screwmen amended their decisiom.

A Dock and Cotton Council delgation met with Behrman to announce
the screwmen's readiness to stow 180 bales pending the investigation
initially suggested by the mayor: the unions opposed arbitration. They
insisted, moreover, that the investigation analyze all port conditions,
not only wages and workload. Behrman favored the move. The Picayune as
well called for the agents to concede a point or two, but the Times-
Democrat considered the mayor "misled;” the paper preferred
arbitration.35

The arbitration vs. investigation tug—of-war lasted several days.
Stories circulated that other levee unions supported arbitration and
found the screwmen too uncompromising. But again, the other unions, most
notably the longshoremen's and yardmen's locals, upheld the screwmen. A
Dock Council leader reiterated: “...We are all standing together, and if
we are defeated, we'll go down together.”

But commercial loss continued, despite reports that strikebreakers
had made “"progress.” The Harrison Line wharves swelled with un-shipped
molasses, lathes, and lumber. The United Fruit Company docks stood
barren, most if its ships having been diverted to Mobile. Thousands of

unpressed cotton bales piled up at the head of Canal Street by the
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river. Bales likewise backed up at the wharves of the Southern Pacific,
which had claimed victory over union freight handlers. On October 20, 65
"unkempt, unwashed” men who "didn't like hard work™ quit the "hotel”
barge "Magdalene."36

Commercial stagnation lent urgency to Mayor Behrman's appeals to
management. On October 21, he sent a concrete port investigation plan,
based on labor's overture, to the agents. Chaired by an impartial umpire,
a committed of eight would conduct the inquiry: two agents, two
stevedores, two white screwmen and two Black screwmen. This latter
conformed to the "half-and-half"” principle. The committee would
investigate shipping costs and rates, railroad charges, stevedores'
rates, screwmen's work and wages, pilot fees, and wharfage charges,
among other items, and would make a comparison with other ports.

Steamship agents still favored arbitration and opposed the plan,
especially resisting any role for labor in resolving fundmental problems
of commerce. One ageant could

not see how any body of laborers could think themselves ca-

pable of selecting four of their members as judges of so

intricate and difficult a task as they had announced a wil-

lingness to undertake.

Agents failed at first to consider as well that part of Behrman's
plan involving Black screwmen in the investigation, but the Times-—
Decocrat caught it immediately and set the tone for management's subse-

quent behavior on this score: "The suggestion that ignorant negro labo-

rers be permitted to sit in judgement on the commerce of New Orleans, is

little short of blasphemy."37

But when prominent stevedores broke with the agents and endorsed
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Behrman's recommendation, great pressure was brought to bear on the
steamship companies. Observing that unions and stevedores had shown

flexibility, the Daily States expressed a growing sentiment: "The real

obstacle to a settlement of the troubles on the river front is the
steamship agents.”

Behrman's condemnation of the Times~Democrat's "war—-to-the-knife"

effort at "the undoing of the screwmen"” further isolated the agents. On
October 22, the steamship agents decided to drop the arbitration demand
and endorsed an investigation. Accord now seemed possible. Only the

Times—Democrat, angered at the proposed inquiry's "black and tan

feature,” regretted the agents' acquiescence. The agents refusal to
endorse investigation of all port conditioms, as labor and the mayor
preferred, delayed settlement for a day, but on October 23 the steamship
firms acceded to the mayor's plan in toto.

Meeting jointly, Black and white screwmen voted to go back to work.
The Dock and Cotton COuncil called off the general strike. The hundreds
of Black and white dockworkers outside Screwmen's Hall greeted the

announcement with cheers.38
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Assessments

The general levee strike ended on October 24, after twenty days.
(The freight handlers' strike for higher pay at the Southern Pacific
endured until November 5: the men retained union recognition but lost
the strike. Contrary to company reports that they would not be taken
back, the Illinois Central freight handlers returned on October 26).
Assessments of the walkout appeared immediately. All sides thanked Mayor
Behrman for his concern and hard work.

William P. Ross, chairman of the Joint Conference of Steamship
Agents, termed the strike's generally peaceful conduct "most unusual,”
"remarkable.”

Leyland Line agent M.J. Sanders agreed and felt the unionists
should be “congratulated upon their attitude throughout the trouble.”

Illinois Central superintendent O.M. Dunn hailed the “"gentlemanly”
spirit of the struggle, which agentW..H. Hendren found "unique in the
history of strikes.”

Both sides, stated stevedore William Kearney, "showed the proper

"

spirit inreaching a basis of settlement.” Joint Exchanges' chairman E.F.
Kohnke believed that "general good will result.”

Pointing to the hunger and want resulting from the walkout, the

New Orleans Item found frugality to be the chief "lesson of the strike.”

Had workers economized beforehand, they would not have suffered: "The
first thing that should be done when the rent man and the grocery man

are paid is to begin to save.”
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The Daily States, on the other hand, eschewed the ridiculous.

Having initially adopted a neutral position, it had become thoroughly
anti-agent by the end. The strike revealed a "deep-seated disease” in
the port and heightened suspicions of commercial interests: "the whole
system is poisoned.” Over time, "a change...had taken place in the
popular sentiment here.” The comprehension of their consequent isolation

brought the shipping companies to the negotiating table.

Labor drew conclusions. The Dock and Cotton Council's quasi-organ,

the Daily News, editorialized:
It was a struggle without its equal in the whole of the annals

of organized labor in this city.

It is probably unique in the history of organized labor in
this country.

Ten thousand men on strike for three weeks and not even a
fist fight.
Its chief lesson is the value of solidarity.

White longshoreman Rufus Ruiz agreed: "Together they accomplish
much; singly their power is seldom felt.” Colleague Chris Scully
declared: This strike presents features that make it extraordinary.
Nearly three weeks of it, with never a break in the ranks, and not a
single act of lawlessness or violence.”

"All the men stood together,” stated Black longshoreman E.S. Swan:
"The screwmen showed the proper spirit all through this controversy, and
diplomacy, and not brute force, was used to settle things, which
condition should always obtain in a civilized country.”

Oscar Ameringer gave his assessment; "This fight shows what is to

be accomplished by the industrial form of unionism.” From Cincinnati,
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the national Brewery Workers enthused; “This is the strike of the

future.” The socialist-leaning Cleveland Citizen editorialized: "The

victory was probably the greatest ever won in the South and the
principle of industrialism is spreading among the rank and file.” The

conservative Mobile Register was impressed: "The strike was remarkable

for the length of time it lasted without a single act of violence having
been recorded.”

Back in the Crescent City, Dock and Cotton Council president James
Byrnes was both proud and critical:

I am glad the strike is over. It has been a tremendous strain
on everybody directly concerned in it. especially the labor
leaders, who had pledged their word to the Mayor that there
would be no violence. We have kept our word, but great praise
must be given to our men, who have shown fine self-control in
the face of great provocation at timese....

As the president of the Screwmen's Benevolent Association, I
must say that the screwmen showed a conciliatory spirit all
along, and had the steamship agents shown g&e same spirit, the
strike might have been settled a week ago.

The dockworkers defeated the anti-union effort so cogently

w o »

expressed by "parity with Galveston.” "Parity with Galveston connoted
intensive speed-up and expansion of workload, on the scale of the pre-
“half-and-half" days of "shoot—-the-chute.” "Parity” meant anti-unionism,
non-unionism, the open shop. It signified the segregation of white and
Black on the job and in the unions.

That the successful resistance to "parity with Galveston"” owed its

strength to an interracial cooperation that defied rumor, threat,

slander and strikebreaking did not escape the attention of steamship
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agents. So long as Black and white were confident that neither would
break ranks, dockworkers could presume to bring the size and scope of
the workload under their jurisdiction, assuring that its augmentation
would proceed at a snail's pace, if at all. These "limitaitons,” wrote a
proainent agent, prevented the ship owner "from deciding what class of
work he desires to be done in his steamers.”

To make matters more difficult for the companies, the levee unions
soon promised to help the white and Black dockworkers in Galveston
establish a Dock and Cotton Council. Similarly, they agreed to help
those in Savannah, Mobile, and other ports. One white unionist's
explanantion could not have failed to further upset steamship agents:

It is a matter of self-protection with us, and it is

absolutely necessary that we get all of the dock workers of

all the Gulf ports together. We have got to do this or be

forced down to their level in wages and conditioms. In the

white supremacy strike some years ago, we learned the lesson

that the white and negro workers had to get together, and in

subsequent little squabbles we were taught the necessity of

uniformity of action on the part of all the unions 2onnected

with the levee through the Dock and Cotton Council. 0

Against this concept and practice, employers took aim in the

immediate post-strike period.
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Unity Assaulted

Mayor Behrman's investigation scheme foundered and died on the
"race question.” Before labor and management chose their delegates - two
agents, two stevedores, two Black screwmen and two white screwmen -
business representatives declared they would never meet with Blacks.
Perhaps they had not taken seriously that point in Behrman's plan. Yet
it was derived from the levee's "half-and-half"” norms and had initially

appeared natural to nearly all but the wary Times-Democrat.

But the strike had been over only four days when the "business and
commercial circles” preparing for the inquiry denounced "such a move as
placing negroes on the committee” as "not only impolitic, but almost out

of the question.” One agent averred that "if negroes were appointed
there would be no investigation at all and...the committee would fail in
its mission entirely.”

As the Black and white screwmen deliberated separately to nominate
committee men — later to be jointly ratified - rumors circulated of an
impending split in labor's ranks: key white unionists "discouraged the
idea of having negroes on the board in such an important matter.” Agents
were sure of Black-white rupture: they attributed the pressure for Black
representation to a certain "class of negroes” in the unions which
strove singlemindedly toward that end.

But white longshoremen's president Chris Scully reported otherwise:
"We are satisfied to leave everything in the hands of the screwmen. It's

their business and they alone have the right to form the investigation

from their ranks.” Black screwmen, moreover, found the possibility of
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their exclusion incredible. One insisted: "We have just as much right as
our white members, and I think those Carondelet street agents have a
gall to cry out that they do not want any 'niggers' on that committee.”

The likelihcod of white—~Black labor representation grew, as it
appeared to enjoy dock union consensus. The meetings to designate the
four screwmen proceeded, while management issued stronger warnings and
direct appeals to white supremacy. An employer declared:

It is unwise, very unwise of the unions considering a negro in

this matter. This Committee may accomplish many things if it

is properly appointed, but if the unions force the matter to

obliterate the color line, well I know some men likely to be

approached who will decline to serve as agents' representa-

tives.

The Committee will have many important things to look

into, and I, for one, can't see how a negro belongs on it.

Now Mayor Behrman too came to oppose his own proposal for the
inclusion of Black workers. On the eve of the screwmen's decision, he
launched an "earnest appeal to the organizations” not to choose "colored
men."” Nevertheless, after separate consultations, the Black and white
screwmen's locals on October 31 ratified the nominations of Blacks John
Granderson (a future leader) and Edward Gray and whites James Jemison
and Edward Nestor (former head of his local).

Terming the move “"a most unwise one" (amid the Picayune's cry,
"Levee Peace is Again Threatened”), the mayor upbraided the screwmen.
"This won't do, Shepard,” he told the Black screwman who brought him the
news: "Take these demands back to your Association and let the members
know that interests demand that there shall be no colored men on the
Committee.” But in keeping with the mandate of those the Picayune called

his "Senegambian brothers,” Shepard insisted, "They wants representation,
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The Times—Democrat exploded. The "carpetbag system of government

for the levees” was responsible for the impasse. In their past
surrender to the "black and tan coalition,” steamship agents had blown
“the opportunity to draw the color line in this levee controversy.” The
paper conjured up memories of Reconstruction:

To the black laborers and their steadfast support of the white
labor leaders is due the victory of the carpetbag principle.
It would be ingratitude of the rankest sort, if the white
screwmen refused recognition of their puissant allies. More
than that: such refusal is beyond their power, for, having
recognized the equality of the blacks in the unions, the
latter can avail themselves of an overwhelming majority to
carry the point. The carpetbag theory works out in commerce
as in politics. During carpetbag days, Louisiana had a black
executive and the negroes swarmed in official places, not
necessarily because the white carpetbaggers would have it so,
but because the system left no alternative....

The whites who accepted the carpetbag yoke on the levee
and in the strike must eat of the fruits of surrender, however
indigestible they may be. The protest against the seating of
black committeemen is based neither upon law nor upon equa-
lity. Carpetbaggery was nominated in the bond and the bond
must be kept.

Management's proposed delegates — E.T. George, Mathew Warriner, W.H.
Hendren, and J.C. Febiger - immediately announced they would not treat
with Blacks. "With all the instincts and traditions of the true
Southern gentleman,” George resigned his nomination. Febiger stated, "I
would not like to serve on a committee with negroes. There were plenty
of good white men that might have been chosen for such a duty,” while

Hendren ("son of a major in the Confederate Army™) invoked his genes,

citing his Virginian heritage as reason enough "to withdraw from the
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committee if the negroes are successful in their efforts to form a part
of it."

Oscar Ameringer suspected that the "real purpose” of management's
opposition was "to destroy the solidarity of the two races.” After all,
employers had dealt exclusively with one or the other race in pre-
"half-and-half” days:

What could be easier for the emissaries of the employers than

to spread the idea among the blacks on the outside that they

were being sold out by the conspiracy of white men behind

closed doors? 1Isn't the Negro always sold out when white men

put their heads together? Don't be fools, black men. Get

your jobs back before those white men behind closed doors take
yours. And hurry - hurry.

In any case, Mayor Behrman rushed to address an emergency session
of the Dock and Cotton Council. Speaking at great length, he implored
the Black screwmen to withdraw for the sake of the port, but he directed
his remarks to both white and Black. He had the comfort of knowing he
was perceived as a friend of labor. Applause greeted his plea and
Behrman hoped for the best as he "repaired downstairs to await the
action that would be taken upon his suggestion.”

He waited a long time, there in the lobby of Screwmen's Hall.
Finally, a white longshoreman and "a mulatto” - the latter reputed to be
an "agitator” — came down to tell Behrman “that his mission had borne no
fruit.”

The Dock and Cotton Council had voted unanimously to endorse white-

Black representation in the investigation committee. Oscar Ameringer,
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who witnessed the Council debate following Behrman's appeal, remembered
that "every white speaker declared himself opposed to the withdrawal” of
the Black designees: "There was no need for a rolil call.”

Behrman could not believe the news. Didn't the labor leaders know
the score?

I tried to make these people understand that they would

display bad judgement should they insist on colored men being

on the committee. As a matter of fact, there are many other

interests to be investigated than the wages and amount of work

to be done by screwmen. I told them very plainly what the

sentiment of the community is as to having colored men figure

so prominently in public matters.

I suggested that surely there must be some white men in

whose hands they might entrust their case....Despite all that

I said to them, they have persisted in being represented by

men of their own race. Of course, under the terms of the

agreement..., they can not be denied this representation. My

sole purpose was to try to have them apprecizZe the sentiment

of the community on a question of this kind.

The Picayune outlined the stakes involved, accusing the “sons of Ham"
of "simply trying to pull down the barriers which bar them from equity
in all things with the superior race.” In fact, "the darkey in
Committee thinks he sees a step in gaining his ambition of equal
rights.” The Black workers' desire "to mingle with the whites” had put
"a kink into things, as tight as some of their scalplocks.”

But Blacks had been in labor delegations before. Why, asked Black
unionist E.S. Swan, was there a problem now?

I do not see why the four men have now refused to sit with the

two colored representatives on the committee. It is necessary

to have colored representatives on the committee. The white

screwmen want the colored members represented and the colored

screwmen mean to fight for representation on the committee.

Black freight handler and Central Labor Union head Thomas Le Blanc

took the argument further:
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There being a controversy relative to the acceptance of negro
representatives..., and as such a step will not only be an
injustice to the thousands of negroes who constitute a
majority of the laboring organizations of New Orleans, but
will tend to make a settlement of the present trouble more
difficult, it is to be hoped that the objections...will be
abandoned.

Since the beginning of the labor unions, the negro always
and at all times arrayed himself against any cause which would
injure or be a detriment to the commercial interests of this
city. It is he who forms the greater number of laborers and
any act which will debar him from a voice as to the welfare of
his organization is both untimely and unjustifiable.

Let those who decline to sit with negroes be assured that
while the negro does not in a measure demand to be a part of
the committee, they at least expect it as a right.

Behrman's investigation plan collapsed. The new antagonisms forced
the annulment of the mechanism agreed in strike negotiations: thus,
fully a week after the strike, no instrument functioned to settle
fundamental problems.

On November 4, the mayor suggested, however, that the state
legislature conduct the investigation. He forwarded the proposal to
Baton Rouge in a "Memorial” to the General Assembly. In mid-November,
both houses approved the measure; the legislature elected a joint House-
Senate committee to investigate the port. The Port Investigation
Commission would visit other ports too, interview representatives of
nanagement and labor, and seek to conclusively resolve the outstanding

46

issues of the general levee strike.
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The signal theme of the general strike of 1907 was solidarity.
Steeped in a tradition of "half-and-half” that transcended the perfunc-
tory and the token, New Orleans levee cooperation withstood great pres-—
sures and retained its power and organization. White supremacist fulmi-
nations in the press, invocations of "Black Republicanism,” steps toward
a new White League, lurid descriptions of assault on non-unionists,
threats of commercial diversion and loss of jobs, and importation of
strikebreakers in untold numbers failed to break white-Black coopera-
tion.

Concerted efforts at intimidation and division, for all intents and
purposes, fell on deaf ears in Jim Crow New Orleans in the heat of the
general strike. In the ensuing post—strike controversy, new attempts to
split the races bore no fruit. The editorials and influential avowals
constituted a veritable primer in white supremacy, administering a
refresher course in the elementary logic and natural law of segregation.
But the races met and acted jointly, whites defended Black participation
in leadership and investigation. Black dockworkers declared: We are an
integral component of the labor force - we should not and cannot be
excluded from matters pertaining to the port.

White unionists agreed. The general levee strike and the
investigation dispute convinced employers more emphatically than ever

that Black-white unity interfered with commercial ascension.
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Chapter VI: 1Investigation and Aftermath

One of the greatest drawbacks to New Orleans is the working
of the white and negro races on terms of equality.
Report of the Port Investigation Commission
to the Louisiana General Assembly, May 28,
19081

The 1907 general levee strike marked the high point of dock-
workers' strength and cooperation in the early twentieth century.
Union influence, powered by "half-and-half,” operated after the strike,
but suffered erosion under the insistent pressures of Jim Crow and
anti-labor efforts by employers.

But ten years after the strike, the screwmen were still stowing
cotton at a rate far below the demands of employers in 1907. Having
oftimes cited the current and growing redundancy of screwmen's work,
management imposed heavier work loads in the late teens and early
1920's. 1In protest, massive levee strikes broke out in 1921 and 1923.
But employers crushed the effort and built the open shop on the ruins
of dock unions.

Clearly, however, dock union strength did not decline precipi-
tously after the 1907 strike. And this was despite a ferocious white
supremacist attack by the Port Investigation Commission in 1908. With
Commission members and levee employers cheek to cheek, the Investiga-
tion put white-Black levee cooperation on trial. The Investigation
constituted a five-month assault upon, and a concentrated appeal to

whites against, the practice of "half-and-half."
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The Commission

Charged with probing the commercial and labor conditions of New
Orleans in comparison with other Southern ports, the Port Investigation
Commission comprised six members of the state General Assembly: State
Senators C.C. Cordill (Tensas Parish), and T.C. Barret (Caddo), and
Representatives Swords Lee (Grant), John Oge (St. Landry), Fritz Salmen
(St. Tammany), and George Terriberry (Orleans). Along with Commission
attorneys W.S. Parkerson and Samuel Gilmore, they met in December 1907
and approved visits of inquiry to Galveston, Savannah, Jacksonville,
Pensacola, and Mobile, and sessions in New Orleans. Before adjourning
until the January convocation in Galveston, the Commission elected C.C.
Cordill chairman.?

An examination of several Commission members suggests the orienta-
tion of the Investigation. C.C. Cordill set the tone. To the Investi-
gation's interrcgation of levee unionists, he brought impeccable
credentials of white supremacy. A leading Tensas Parish Republican
under Reconstruction, he later rejoined the Democrats and headed the
local party organization. He became a judge. In 1878, he organized
the violent suppression of an interracial poor farmers' party - the
"Country People's Ticket®™ - in his home parish.

buring the Investigation, Cordill repeatedly expressed the
anti-labor, anti-Black views that had become the determining sign in
his astrology over a lifetime of distrust of the lower classes.

Cordill and his sister owned several of Louisiana's largest sugar and

cotton plantations in predominantly Black Tensas Parish. Of his
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sister's heavy losses during the 1907 dock strike, he did not hesitate
to hold forth. The wealthy Senator considered labor organization
anathema and interracial cooperation insidious.

In the early twentieth century, Cordill also became a Crescent
City presence, investing heavily in choice local real estate on Canal
Street. Holdings included a major department store and a 13-story
office building. Though familiar to some, he cut a figure during the
Investigation that few Orleanians had seen in person:

Senator Cordill was the composite portrait of the Kentucky
colonel seen in whiskey advertisements. He was topped by

a shock of beautiful white hair. He sported a silvery
mustache and goatee. He had a florid complexion, suffered
from high blood pressure  and fell frequently into the role
of Shakespearian hero, such as Mark Antony declaiming over the
body of Caesar...

Commission members Swords Lee and Fritz Salmen were lumber
operators. Lee came from the piney woods region, the center of the
state's lumber and timber industries. The Mississippi-born Lee
represented Grant Parish, a former Populist stronghold. Aided by
disfranchisement - the parish was 30 per cent Black - Lee won election
in 1902. His outlook in 1908, however, was dim. Socialist, and
radical sympathizers in Grant remained strong and Eugene Debs would
capture 30 per cent of the parish's presidential vote in 1912. Timber
workers of both races would soon join forces in an IWW-backed "Brother-

hood, " confronting Lee and other lumber operators.4
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Galveston and Savannah

The Commission began working in the dead of winter of 1907-1908,
with New Orleans still reeling from the levee strike. Jobless men from
other cities, seeking work in the wake of the 1907 financial panic,
found nothing in the Crescent City, despite rumors to the contrary.
Mayor Behrman asked the mayors of St. Louis and New York to discourage
their unemployed from coming to New Orleans: "It would be unjust and
cruel to send men here in the false hope of securing work. The local
demand for labor is far from sufficient for our home supply."5

With C.C. Cordill chairing, the Port Investigation opened in
Galveston on January 9, 1908. Steamship agents took the commissioners
on a tour of the port and informed them of record-setting cotton, wheat
and corn commerce in recent months. Commissioners noted that Galves-
ton's harbor was shallower, giving New Orleans a distinct advantage in
accomodating larger ships. Galveston's storage facilities moreover,
appeared less durable than, and inferior to, the Crescent City's.
Commissioners observed that the port of New Orleans enjoyed superiority
as railroad terminus.

Nevertheless, the bulk of exportable crops produced in Arkansas,
Indian Territory, Oklahoma, western Louisiana, and Texas passed through
Galveston. It was revealed that fewer cotton bales were condemned in
Galveston than in New Orleans. Bale size and density in the Texas port
were more consistent, and pilot charges were cheaper.

Getting down to brass tacks, the Commission probed the conditions
of labor and unionism in the city. The testimony of steamship agents

established that Galveston was "less labor union ridden" than New
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Orleans. Three screwmen's unions operated, two Black and one white.
The white union stowed ships bound for other U.S. ports, the Black
organizations stowed craft headed abroad. Only the screwmen of the
Southern Pacific enjoyed a closed shop. Man non-unionists labored on
the levee, for far less pay than unionists. At the same time, segrega-
tion prevailed on the Southern Pacific wharves: whites unloaded cotton
from trains at the dockside tracks, Blacks stowed the bales aboardship.

Several employers testified that they preferred Black dockworkers
to white, considering the former more disciplined and less inclined to
drink. But workers generally were loyal, unlikely to break contracts.
where both whites and Blacks stowed cotton, they worked on separate
ships or in different hatches.

A Leyland Line representative reported that the Black men in his
employ averaged 275 bales hand-stowed per gang. A Southern Pacific
stevedore claimed his screwmen stowed 200 bales per day by hand.
Screwmen also performed longshoremen's work, stowing timber, oil, and
sugar, in addition to cotton. Employers informed the Commission that
the Longshoremen's union no longer existed in Galveston, that manage-
ment's efforts to coﬁsolidate the various dock unions into one, "such
as the steamship agents and stevedores of New Orleans hoped to see born
during the general Levee strike of September and October," had borne
fruit.

Sifting through the data and testimony collected in several days
of hearings, the Port Commission left Galveston with mixed impres-
sions: dockworkers there were more productive and better disciplined,
but substandard storage, poor railroad access, and a shallow harbor

inspired doubts about the long-feared supremacy of Galveston. Now
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uncertain of the "threat"™ posed by the Texas port, the commissioners
predicted that in Savannah would be found conditions seriously rival-

ling the port of New Orleans.®

Nevertheless, when it convened in Savannah in early February the
Commission found conditions inferior to those of Galveston and New
Orleans. The harbor was too shallow, the channel to the Atlantic Ocean
"long, narrow and tortuous." Savannah (where, despite protests,
segregation had become entrenched in stores, schools, bars, street
cars, and theatres), the Commission learned, has no labor problems:
there had been no dock unions for fifteen years, since the last strike
had been defeated. The strikers then had been all white, earning 30
cents an hour; their permanent replacements now earned 15 cents: all
were Black. No whites worked on the levee. (The same situation
obtained in Brunswick, Georgia's other major port.).

Notwithstanding the amount of work possible under these condi-
tions, the Commission gave low marks to the quality of labor: "The
labor is underpaid and not of the class found in New Orleans or among

the white men of Galveston."7
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Jacksonville, Pensacola, and Mobile

Between February 6 and 8, the Commission visited three key ports,
the final stops before the opening of the New Orleans phase of the
Investigation. In Jacksonville, Florida, some 26 miles from the
Atlantic Coast (on the St. John's River), investigators found a rapidly

- developing cotton trade. Blacks and whites performed dock labor:
there were no unions.

At Pensacola, on the Gulf Coast, a thriving commerce in lumber
made a strong impression on Commission members. The city had been free
of levee disputes for years: work teams were segregated, but the port
was a closed shop. The union responsible for lumber stowage handled
350 40-foot logs daily per gang of 17. Gangs of six or eight (New
Orleans gangs used five) cotton screwmen stowed 240 bales daily. At
four dollars a day, they earned a dollar less than their Crescent City
counterparts.

Though the harbor was very shallow at some points and advanta-
geously deeper at others, commissioners agreed that Pensacola had great
potential. New Orleans lumber commerce, handicapped by inadequate
storage facilities, could benefit from a careful study of the Florida
port.

Entering the homestretch of its out-of-town itinerary, the Port
Investigation Commission paused in Mobile. The Commission found a port
dependent on trade in timber and lumber. Dockworkers belonged to
segregated ILA locals. Blacks only handled lumber, earning $2.50-$4

daily. Whites stowed cotton and timber exclusively. The all-white
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gangs of cotton screwmen, earning five dollars per man, stowed bales by
screw alone, not by hand. Hence, the Investigation recorded a stowing
rate of 90-100 bales per gang, far below the work load elsewhere.

But the lumber and timber trade was paramount in Mobile. Employ-
ers, noting a recent strike of Black timber handlers which resulted in
a shorter working day, told the Commission that the port otherwise
encountered few labor disputes. White dock unions belonged to a
Workingmen's Cotton and Timber Association, which excluded Black levee
organizations. When Blacks struck in 1903 for higher pay, the Associa-
tion issued an endorsement, promised a sympathetic boycott, and offered
500 dollars in material support: but the boycott fell through, the
money was never delivered, and the strike collapsed.

Here too, felt the investigators, a close examination of Mobile's
port operations would benefit New Orleans. Mobile had great possibili-

ties.8
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Indictment of the Dock and Cotton Council

Meanwhile, New Orleans screwmen continued to work at the pace
agreed at the end of the 1907 strike, pending the conclusion of the
Investigation: 180 bales per gang, hand-stowed. Levee disputes brcke
out here and there, but few endured more than a day or two. TILate in
November 1907, Chris Scully protested the payment of longshoremen's
wages in scrip by steamship lines yet to recover from the strike.
Though the Picayune feared that the white longshoremen might "trot back
to the Othello class again," the controversy was resolved.?

A more critical dispute in February had a bearing on the forthcom-
ing New Orleans hearings of the Port Investigation Commission. When
the locally-based Central American Line hired non-union men to load the
"Habil®™ on February 10, the Dock and Cotton Council directed the Coal
wWheelers' union not to supply the fuel necessary for the ship's
departure. Though the ship later sailed, the steamship line's
director appealed to the federal grand jury for redress.

The grand jury responded on February 14 with the biggest federal
indictment in the city's history. It charged the 36 Black and 36 white
Dock and Cotton Council delegates by name with together violating the
Sherman Act of 1890. 1In keeping with similar anti-labor measures, the
indictment accused James Byrnes, Chris Scully, E.S. Swan, I.G. Wynn,
A.J. Ellis and the others of forming a "combination" in restraint of
trade. In answer, the Council defended its custom of solidarity with
aggrieved member-unions and denied interfering with non-union men

fueling or loading the "Habil."
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The indictment threatened to disrupt the Port Investigation, for
the upcoming witnesses included union leaders. The Picayune declared
the indictment unfair and groundless, too sweeping an invocation of the
Sherman Act.

Subsequently abogated, the indictment provoked indignation in
labor's ranks. The Central Trades and Labor Council appealed to the
U.S. Congress to reverse anti-labor legislation. Most importantly, the
indictment created a furor that left the tempo and direction of the
Port Investigation in doubt. Only a month later, when it became clear
that the Dock and Cot:ton Council would not be tried, could the Commis-

sion open the most significant phase of the Investigation.lo
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Labor Testifies

James Byrnes, president of the white Screwmen's union and of the
Dock and Cotton Council, took the stand on March 10. A veteran of
twenty years on the docks, the 39-year old Byrnes fielded questions for
two hours. He sketched the mechanics of screwmen's work, asserting
that insecurity of employment remained a constant preoccupation: "The
screwmen in the dull season when there is no cotton to load get work
wherever they can.™ The current 180-bale workload was difficult for
five-man gangs to handle. That Galveston's screwmen stowed more could
be attributed to larger (seven-man) gangs and overwork.

The Commission now turned to racial matters, qQuerying Byrnes on
the sources of "half-and-half" among the screwmen. He described how
the Harrison and Leyland Lines had formerly hired either whites or
Blacks, precipitating the 1894-95 levee race riots. Afterward,
employers had hired Blacks and whites, but disproportionately; and,
gangs were segregated. Moreover, whites had earned five dollars daily,
Blacks a dollar and a half.

In response, the white and Black screwmen had forged a "half-
and-half" agreement in work and organization. Byrnes estimated that
there were now twice as many Black screwmen as white. His own local
comprised 600 members.

Byrnes' testimony irked the eloguent planter, Commission chairman
C.C. Cordill. why, he asked Byrnes, did the screwmen strike last year?
Byrnes answered, "We had no strike, Senator. We were locked out!"
Coming swiftly to the point, Senator Cordill broke in:

Do you think it is fair for 600 men to enter into an alliance

with a band of negroes to bring about a disastrous strike, and
cause the men who grow cotton to lose $15 on each bale?

Suppose the growers would organize, and say we will ship any
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cotton as we please? It would be an unequal contest, and
you wouldn't have a chance to win, and I tell you that's what
we are going to do.

Byrnes replied that the men in good conscience could not have
accepted a hazardous and unmanageable workload. Cordill reiterated:
"No six hundred men can in justice amalgamate with negroes and tie up
this port."™ Cordill scorched the levee unions generally: "...You run
things to suit yourself. You are the czar....We work in the country
producing cotton and we can't get it off the wharf without your
permission.”™

There were no more questions.ll

The next day, dock leader A.J. Ellis, "as black as any of his race
ever comes, even from the heart of the Congo,” testified.l2 Aged 58,
Ellis belonged to both the Longshoremen's and the Screwmen's unions -
whose local Black memberships he gave as 1300 and 900 respectively -
and was a fixture in the Dock and Cotton Council. Replying to
questions, Ellis traced white-Black cooperation to he 1894-95 levee
race riots. He charged the Harrison and Leyland Lines with fostering
racial enmity to destroy levee unionism. Black screwmen had taken the
initiative in proposing a "half-and-half®™ accord to their white
counterparts. When the whites had agreed, Ellis recalled, Leyland
agent M.J. Sanders had "told him personally that if the whites and
blacks amalgamated...he would discharge both as he was not going to
stand for friendly relations between the races."

Black dockworkers, Ellis maintained, sought protection, not
"social equality,™ in "half-and-half.®” Mutual resentment of the

employers' practice of requiring workers of both races to borrow mone
Y

from them at "usurious" rates of repayment lent further impetus to
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cooperation: through joint agreements, unions sought to check the
arbitrary powers of management. For his contribution to solidarity on
the levee, concluded Ellis, he had lost his position as foreman for the
Leyland Line.13

The "usury” charge was not new on the docks: as far back as 1903,
the Cotton Exchange had proposed the discharge of any stevedore who
loaned "money to the men at interest,"™ bribing workers in exchange for
job guarantees. But Ellis' public denunciation in the austere halls of
the Port Investigation created a stir.l4
No sooner had Ellis finished testifying, when Senator Cordill

threw out a possible solution to recurring dock labor disputes: let

the contracts expire in the dull season instea< of in the busy season.

If contract talks collapsed in May rather than September, then conse-
quent labor actions would not seriously damage the port. 1In all
likelihood, disputes that arose in May would be solved by September,
and the cotton traffic - the alpha and omega of the busy season - would
proceed unimpaired.

But from the back of the hall came a cry of protest from white
unionist Thomas Harrison. Cordill called him to the stand. Harrison
charge that holding contract talks in the dull season would rob unions
of effective recourse in defense of the needs of dockworkers. Levee
work was hard, Harrison insisted, the living conditions of those who
performed it already difficult: "Longshoremen eat turkey in the fall
and winter, his bones in the spring and the feathers in the summer?®

(Harrison would later testify formally).

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



264

Unconvinced, Cordill turned to A.J. Ellis and surprised the hall
with another rationale for signing contracts in May. Didn't the busy
season, with labor disputes threatening commercial disruption,
customarily also witness racial tensions on the levee? Wouldn't the
Blacks therefore benefit from the signing of contracts in the spring?
Addressing Ellis, he observed paternalistically that spring contracts
would "take out all the sting; you know when you people have a contro-

versy with the whites, you generally get the short end of the poker."ls

112N
EY )

Commission interrogated the prominent longshoremen Chris
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Scully and E.S. Swan on March 13. Swan spoke first. His testimony
shocked Commission members. He had to be reminded "that he was only a
negro and that he should not overlook the fact."™ The Commission,
however, obtained Swan's support for renewal of contracts in May.

The Commission probed the phenomenon of solidarity. Swan con-
firmed that work rules required that members boycott ships locaded or
unloaded by non-unionists. Did he realize how seriously that practice
impaired commerce? BHe knew indeed that much freight had been diverted
to Galveston, Mobile, Savannah and elsewhere, that the New Orleans
levee "looked like a cyclone had struck it." Swan submitted his own
theory about the greater "productivity" in other ports: 1laborers
there"were little better than slaves, because the white men and the
blacks are fighting each other, and each strives to load more than the
other."

Commission attorney W.S. Parkerson conducted the questioning. The
"slave labor" charge aside, would Swan admit that dockworkers elsewhere

stowed more cotton? Perhaps, Swan answered, but "not like it should be
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stowed. They might throw it in promiscuously." Wherever white and
Black remained divided, he went on, labor was overworked. Swan Knew
the time when the whites wouldn't work with the negroes" and workers
were segregated. Employers would tell the whites, then the Blacks,
that the other race was working faster: "...They kept war to the
knife, and knife to hilt, between the two races...”

In those days, Swan remembered, gangs stowed 200 bales and more:
"It was a case of slavery, the agents wanted to break up the unions,
and the agents and stevedores were getting all the money." In response
to these conditions, Blacks and whites "amalgamated."

But, attorney Parkerson warned Swan, the unions had obstructed
Crescent City commerce for the last time: Orleanians would not
tolerate white-Black labor cooperation to the detriment of business.
Swan, however, gave no ground. He insisted that blacks had "to stay
with the white men," even if and when the latter were hostile.
Otherwise, Swan asked, "what are us niggers going to do?"

To the attentive Senator Cordill from Tensas Parish, Swan's logic
was bizaare and difficult to follow, so when he now interjected he
asked about something said five minutes before:

Do we understand you to say that in Galveston and other places

where the whites and negroes work separately, a condition of

slavery exists? Can you give us an instance in history where

the Anglo-Saxon allowed himself in subjection?

"No sir, I can't do it," answered Swan, and Cordill continued:
"Yet you say that an Anglo-Saxon must lower himself to the grade of a
negro to be free?"

Swan said nothing, but Cordill moved on to something else that had

bothered him: Hadn't Swan claimed during last year's strike that Black

dockers would control the port and put "the white men up against the
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Blue Ridge Mountains?" Not quite, Swan responded: BEe had in fact
suggested that the "steamship agents and stevedores were up against the
Blue Ridge Mountains with ten thousand Black and white 1laborers
against them."

On that note, Swan's testimony concluded.l®

white Longshoremen's president Chris Scully, a l4-year levee
veteran, spoke in the afternoon session on March 13. The Commission
again focused on the why's and wherefore's of solidarity. Attorney
Parkerson asked about the longshoremen's refusal to do screwmen's work.
Scully described the traditional division of labor: screwmen loaded
cotton and tobacco, longshoremen handled grain, sugar, timber. By
offering the former's work to the latter, steamship agents endeavored
to break the powerful Screwmen's unions. Longshoreman had even
refused, Scully confirmed, to do screwmen's work on the every eve of
the 1907 general strike, in the full knowledge that the port faced
disaster.

Scully appeared wary, clearly uncomfortable. "Don't answer me
reluctantly, " Parkerson admonished: "Your attitude is hostile to me
but I don't want to hurt you."

Questioning now turned to labor cooperation. Within the past few
months, the agent for the Mobile and Gulf Line had approached Scully to
ask if the union would interfere with non-union men unloading cotton
from M&G ships. Why, Parkerson inquired, had Scully brought E.S. Swan
to the meeting when the agent had not requested Swan's presence?
Scully explained that Swan belonged in discussions concerning levee

labor.
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Scully and Swan had promised non-interference. But they gave no
guarantee that the contiguous union dockworkers - longshoremen,
teamsters, yardmen — would touch the cotton. Consequently, observed
Parkerson, the Mobile and Gulf Line had abandoned the port altogether;
theresafter, it would send ships to Pensacola and Mobile.

The Commission dismissed Scully and re-summoned E.S. Swan to the
stand for a special statement. Clarifying his earlier suggestion - so
irksome to Senator Cordill - that whites had to unite with Blacks to
achieve better conditions, Swan denied casting aspersion on white
superiority. Blacks cooperated with whites for mutual protection
"against the bosses," with no ulterior motive: "...There is no
question of equality here. 1Is that satisfactory, Mr. Parkerson?"

But Senator Cordill's dissatisfaction persisted. Affirmation of
white superiority, even Swan's concluding "I believe in the white
man,"” still left interracial labor cooperation standing, though
swaying. Cordill wanted it down for the count. He reminded Swan:

", ..You know that whenever your people have a controversy with the

whites they come out at the short end of the horn."

The day's final witness, white screwman James Daugherty, testified
for over an hour, supporting A.J. Ellis' report of "usurious brokerage"”
in the system of hiring. He too accused the Leyland and Harrison Lines
of a conscious policy of speed-up through racial competition. Screwmen
had by necessity responded with "half-and-half,"™ Black and white

working abreast in the same hatch.l?
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From the Horse's Mouth

Management witnesses began testifying several days later, on March
17. Cotton merchant William Mason Smith accused the Board of Trade of
laxity in cotton inspection: more substandard cotton passed through
New Orleans than through other ports. Shippers thus diverted much
freight to Mobile, Galveston, and Savannah. Former South Atlantic Line
agent Alfred Clement alleged that the Illinois Central had fixed lower
freight rates for cotton destined for export aboard Harrison and
Leyland ships, giving those lines a monopoly.18

Key testimony opened on March 19 with the remarks of Leyland Line
agent M.J Sanders, the heavy hitter among employers. So crucial was
his appearance that Mayor Behrman attended the proceedings.

Sanders conceded that the Leyland and Harrison Lines enjoyed
cheaper freight rates for railroad shipments of cotton headed for
Liverpool. The (o mmission, however, focused inguiries upon white-
Black labor relations.

Sanders recalled that he had once employed only Black screwmen.
Back in 1894, whites had burned his wharf to protest this exclusive
hiring. After the levee race riots, he had employed whites as well,
and by 1900 had consented to hire whites and Blacks on a 50-50 basis.
But the screwmen's 1902 "half-and-half” agreement had surprised him and
the other agents, for it entailed "a secret agreement by which they
would stow only 120 bales a day." Having been used to screwmen's
workloads of 230-250 a day, with "no limits placed on what they would

do," the shipping lines lost heavily.
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Rebuking the charge of widespread loansharking, Sanders also
denied firing A.J. Ellis for promoting interracial solidarity. Sig-
nificantly, however, Sanders "opposed the amalgamation™ of the Black
and white screwmen because he "wanted to keep the peace, and knew thatc
could best be done by keeping the races apart.” Trade unionism as such
did not trouble him, but he did "not favor whites and negroes working
side by side."

He offered the faster-working Galveston screwmen as a model for
local labor. In continuing testimony on March 20, Sanders insisted
that neither the current 180-bale work load nor a projected accord at

200 bales amounted to the necessary "parity with Galveston."19

Big doings continued on March 23 with the interrogation of William
P. Ross, agent for two lines and chairman of the agent's Joint Confer-
ence. Ross believed screwmen's labor was not so taxing, for the
workers "were a fine body of men physically."™ Galveston men stowed
200-250 bales, easily. Local levee problems originated with "half-
and-half, " under which the races, "instead of working sepa-
rately,...worked abreast in the same hatch;" Ross vehemently denied
having invited "half-and-half" by a policy of speed-up. "They simply
found that by pulling together they would have us under better con-
trol."

A revealing exchange then ensued between Ross, Senator Cordill and
Commission member T.C. Barret:

Barret: 1Is there any way they could be worked separately
and their rights protected?
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Ross: I don't see why not. I think it's a bad condition;
too near social equality.

Cordill: It doesn't elevate the negro, and it degrades the
white man.

Ross: I think the whites will be run off the levee entirely,
or be degraded to the level of the negro. Every man prefers
dealing with his own color, and as far as I have known, the

white man has always been given the preference on the levee.

Barret: In other ports they work on different ships.

Ross: And I don't see why it can't be done here.20

The Commission next called upon Harrison Line agent Alfred Le
Blanc. He reiterated previous assertions: the "half-and-half"
agreement had damaged commerce, the two races held to a "secret
understanding® to limit stowage, "usury" on the docks did not exist.
Before 1902, he reminisced, "when the whites and blacks were being
worked separately on the ships, the whites handstowed 225 bales a day
and the negroes 275 bales.”

e Blanc testified that he had totally eliminated whites from his
employ in the late 1890's, relenting only after the Robert Charles race
riot of 1900 during which the mayor had warned him against "endangering
the peace of the city by employing negroes to the exclusion of the
whites." To Commission attorney Samuel Gilmore's query, "Do you know
anything about the system of playing the whites off against the
negroes, telling each side that the other was doing more work, and
making threats of dismissals," Le Blanc answered, "That's the imagina-
tion of Mr. A.J. Ellis."

The "half-and-half™ system paralyzed his business. It forced him
to delay work assignments until equal numbers of whites and Blacks

showed up for work, for gangs labored only on a 50-50 basis. The
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"costly™ disruptions proved that dockworkers cared nothing for the
port's commercial interests. They "deliberately rob us," Le Blanc
concluded emotionally: "This is the worst labor-ridden city in the

country."21

The testimony Of steamship agents touched a responsive chord in
the Commission and the press. At the same time, it tapped and mined a
local deposit of resentment. Many had long suspected the British-owned
powerhouse Leyland and Harrison firms of monopolistic tendencies and
arbitrary practices. Indeed, Coviangton Hall pointed out "the general
hostility” of Orleanians to the local influence of foreign shipping
corporations and major railroads.

Confirmation of the long-rumored cheaper freight rates afforded
Leyland and Harrison by the Illinois Central fortified popular dis-
plesure. Thus, the Picayune, while concurring with the agent's racial
attitudes, condemned at the same time the "selfish interests" behind

the discriminatory "combination™ of key railroad and steamship lines.22

This foreshadowed the astounding testimony of stevedore John B.
Honor. As labor contractor for several lines, Honor had become
prominent in levee management, well-known for attempts to sue striking
unions. Appearing on March 27, Honor tore into the "half-and-half"
concept and agreements but placed sole blame for the levee's Black-
white configuration upon the Leyland and Harrison lines. Driven by an
"insane desire for power and ambition,"™ certain agents had played off

Blacks against whites in order to lower wages and crush unionism. An
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employer of impeccable white supremacist reputation, Honor charged
openly "that the whites and blacks had been pitted against each other
by M.J. Sanders" of the Leyland Line.

The agents had brought disaster upon the port with their racial
manipulation. Interracial solidarity in the unions would never have
developed but for the agents' ill-considered policy of replacing whites
with Blacks, fostering racial enmity and precipitating riot. The
problem began when "the negroes were being worked in to put the white
men out," a practice continued by Leyland's Sanders until "he was
promised the mayoralty if he would take back the whites."

The humiliation of both white and Black had thrown the two groups
into each others' arms, resulting in "half-and-half" which endangered
port commerce.

Honor gave highmarks to the labor of New Orleans dockworkers.
"The Screwmen have always Kept their promise to me," he reflected, and
"the Longshoremen are the best class of workmen I have ever seen."
Unlike the steamship agents, Honor supported the signing, then and
there, of a three-year screwmen's contract at 180 bales per gang, far
below the heralded "parity with Galveston."

But he unalterably opposed "half-and-half" and deeply resented
white-Black cooperation in the screwmen's joint conference, "composed
of twelve whites and twelve negroes," which "raises all the hell it can
in as short a time as possible."” The joint conference "practically

controls things and fine s the foremen when the latter don't suit.”
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Due to past experience, Blacks no longer trusted certain employ-
ers; this was unfortunate and problematic, for essentially "the black
man has all the characteristics of a child, and he believes in the
white man."

The session entered a cadenza. Asked his opinion of whites and
Blacks working together, Honor declared, "I'm a Southern man; you don't
have to ask me about that. I believe in white supremacy." Senator
Cordill followed with "it doesn't elevate the negro and it degrades the
white man."

And the Commission members "were of one accord in saying that such
equality of the races as exists today on the Levee was a disgrace to a

Southern city.“23

Honor was a hard act to follow, but stevedore William KRearney's
testimony added a visual dimension to the Investigation. He was labor
contractor for the Harrison Line and utilized his appearance to reveal
that levee laborers, screwmen especially, worked far below capability.
Kearney brought to the witness table a small wooden box, meant to
represent the hold of a ship, and "five tiny bales of cotton.”

He demonstrated how cotton was handstowed. With his model, he
showed how screwmen "married®™ two bales together (see Chapter II) by
tilting them on edge against each other and pressing down on top to
squeeze them into tight spaces. Fascinated, members of the Commission

watched Kearney prove how, through proper stowage, "the vessel could

economize space."”
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After show and tell, Kearney charged that screwmen had not worked
up to par ever since the "amalgamation of the races" in 1902. Rather,
they "just put the bales in loosely." Before "amalgamation, " screwmen
had stored 280 bales a day and "did not go for whiskey at 3 o' clock as
now." The 280-bale average, Kearney recalled, prevailed between 1900
(when the major lines had re-hired whites and deployed the two races in
separate holds) and 1902. Kearney did not join John Honor 's denuncia-
tion of the Leyland/Harrison tandem. As far as he could remember, the
agents had employed more Blacks then whites in the 1890's only "because
there were so few white men" to hire. 1Inexplicably then, more whites
had appeared on the levee in 1900.

Kearney attacked the power of the levee unions. They dominated
the docks, ignored the stevedores, "governed and tyrannized over" the
foremen. No one could control the unions nor check their influence.

He recalled being insulted and kicked out of Screwmen's Hall during the
recent levee strike. In stowage, the most decisive realm, the screw-
men's joint Black-white committee held sway. Senator Cordill inter-—
rupted: "Do I understand you to say that twelve white men and twelve
negroes dominate the commerce of this port?" Kearney responded, "Yes,
sir." Cordill commented: "Well, we are practically under negro

government."24

After a lengthy Easter recess, employers from other spheres of the
labor process took the stand. Several alleged that union leaders
dominated the workers. According to merchant E.F. Kohnke, management's
proposals during the 1907 strike fell on deaf ears because "a negro

longshoreman named Jim Porter would not even let the laboring men
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consider the proposition.™ A boss draymen complained that the Cotton
Teamsters' union, all-Black, stood ready at moment's notice to engage
in sympathy actions: "The negroes will haul no freight that is
unloaded by nonunion men..." The union had itself won demands with
Dock and Cotton Council backing. Often, charged drayman Peter
Fabacher, teamsters quit work early, leaving the wharves blocked with
cotton.

Other employers attested to the burden of labor solidarity. One

remembered that a dispute with union scalemen, all Black, had
brought a Dock and Cotton Council delegation to his office/door: "In
three minutes,™ it "forced him to submit to the scalemen.” But,
incomprehensibly, the Council delegation had included white unionists
James Byrnes and Chris Scully, and the employer ®"thought it rather hard
that white men should force another white man to submit to the unjust
exactions of a gang of negroes."25

Cotton factor Adam Lorch, an employer of cotton yardmen, found the
steamship agents inflexible. The current 180-bale screwmen's work
load, he told the commission, was fair. Laborers were honest, law-
abiding, while certain agents pursued selfish interests at the expense
of the port. Like stevedore John Honor, he blamed the agents for the
tough, united stance of white and Black levee laborers.

Lorch's testimony broke Senator C.C. Cordill loose of all re-
straints. In a voice that hushed the crowded, bustling hearing room,
the sugar planter asked the witness: "Who Africanized the labor on the

river front; the British ship agents, wasn't it2?"

Lorch: I think so

Cordill: That was the beginning of your downfall?
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Lorch: Yes sir.

Cordill: 1It's rather a hard condition when a nigger like

E.S. Swan can say he'll get a white man up against the Blue
Ridge Mountains and fix him up, don't you think so, Mr. Lorch?
Lorch: Yes sir.

Cordill: This is the worst nigger-ridden city in the South,
and when niggers like Swan and Ellis have more power than
Governor San- Blanchard, I should say, and Mayor Behrman,
well it's time for the white man to take some action.

Lorch informed Cordill that even Black union delegates tied up his
cotton presses in various labor disputes: "It's a pity that I have to
sit here and admit that such a condition exists." Lorch described how
Black yardmen and teamsters dragged cotton "ruthlessly” along the
ground, through the mud. This information affected Cordill personally:
"That was my sister's cotton, and I'm glad we weep over it; I guess she
wept too, as she lost $15 on every bale.”

Juices flowing, Commission lawyer Parkerson now gave the hearing a

more physical tone:

How long would Swan last up in your parish, Senator?
Cordill: I don't think Swan would find it very healthy where
I live. In this town there are five white men to every nigger,
and yet the nigger is the boss. It's the only town in the
South where they'd stand for it.

Only the vigorously pursued subordination of Blacks would solve

this problem. Cordill warned: "You'll have to talk to those niggers

as a nigger talks to a mule, with a single-t:ree."z6
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A New Contract

The Investigation wound down. On April 29, the Commission
solicited employer opinions on a new screwmen's pact. Leyland's M.J.
Sanders still smarting from critical testimony against him, called for
a five-year contract. He joined the commissioners in urging the
renewal of segregation on the job. He proposed restoration of pre-
"half-and-half" conditions, under which "shoot-the-chute” and high
productivity prevailed. At the same time, he termed the charge of
setting white workers against Blacks "an absolute and unqualified
untruth."27

Appearing the next day, the Investigation's final witness was
popular white screwman Thomas Harrison. He ignored Sander's denial and
asserted that before "half-and-half" the races indeed “were pitted
against each other...they did more work than they could stand.”™ The
agents forced white and Black screwmen to cooperate for mutual protec-
tion. Whites had no choice. Hovering above was the old management
option of exclusive hiring: "...The whites had to amalgamate with the

negroes or lose everything."28

The Commission retired to draw up its official report, bidding
screwmen and agents to meet while promising to assist if necessary.
Agents soon invited the white and Black locals to negotiate; this,
after refusing to treat with Blacks the previous November. Hence, as
initially planned, the screwmen sent Black and white delegates, five of
each race (including James Byrnes, Thomas Harrison, T.P. Woodland,
Edward Gray and Nelson Shepard). Labor offered to stow 180 bales at 26

dollars daily per gang (five dollars per man, six for the foreman) - as
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at present - or 200 bales at 31 dollars daily (with a wage increase).
Agents felt neither offer a guarantee of "parity with Galveston™ and
proposed 200 bales at the old wage, 26 dollars per gang. The sides
failed to agree.29

The screwmen, Black and white meeting jointly on May 5, voted to
ask the Commission to intervene; nearly a third of the screwmen
present, however, opposed the motion, fearing the imposition of an
unfavorable work load. Thomas Harrison pleaded with the men and
threatened to resign, over contrary shouts of "No, no!": "Gentlemen we
must let them arbitrate, we have just on our side and we will be
treated fairly."”

Amid reports that it opposed management's intransigence, the
Commission stepped in and recommended, in binding arbitration, that
screwmen stow 187 bales by hand (and 90 by screw as agreed in 1903) at
26 dollars per gang: more work at the old wages. Agents of course,
had hoped for much more, but none dissented. As for the unions,
"neither President Byrnes nor Mr. Harrison would express an opinion on
the finding. The laborers were, however, not very well pleased." But
they could do nothing about it. The settlement appeared to close the
book "on what proved to be one of the most disastrous strikes in the
history of the city of New Orleans."30

Agents and screwmen signed the new five-year contract on May 12.
It was indeed a spring contract, as Cordill intended, guaranteed not to
seriously disrupt commerce upon expiration. The spring signing,
observed steamship agent William P. Ross, would "obviate the dread of

labor troubles during the early part of the cotton season...” Ross

expected "an era of good feeling” on the levee.
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Now, no labor leader, even the critical Thomas Harrison, dissented
from the signing of the contract in the spring. In Covington Hall's
judgement, the spring signing and the heavier workload (at the old
wage) constituted a serious setback for levee labor. It was indeed.

Tt filed down union power. Later, during the First World War, the
screwmen would demand and win the return of busy season contracts.
Hence, the decisive clashes of the early twenties would take place in

autumn.31

But the levee unions were not crushed. The powerful Dock and
Cotton Council still operated. The Commission had imposed a wage-
cutting solution which nonetheless fell far short of management's
goals. Agents favored 250, 240, 225, or at least 200 bales stowed per
gang: the contract called for 187. Agents had hoped openly to
eliminate the screwmen's locals and afterward to reduce the strength of
other levee unions. Their statments in October 1907 suggest that they
neither favored nor foresaw the continued existence of organization
among the white and Black screwmen.

It was perhaps in this light that the labor leaders signed the

contract in May, a pact requiring more work for the same pay. Consid-
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ering the agents' designs, one may conclude that in maintaining
organizational integrity and unity, in keeping working conditions from
deteriorating to "parity with Galveston®™ and other open shop ports
where the races worked separately, the New Orleans screwmen won the
1907-1908 levee war.

-

The new contract carried over certain prior achievements.
choosing of gangs remained in union hands, directed by member-foremen
overseen by stevedores. Division of labor between screwmen and
longshoreman, in spite of agents' efforts to have the latter do the
former 's work, remained. The contract continued to recognize loading
of ships at downriver wharves as overtime work.

Above all, despite the fierce attacks by agents, stevedores,
newspapers and port investigators, ®"half-and-half" survived the
contest. The contract signed by labor and management in May 1908
retained the previous accord's 50-50 clause verbatim:

The steamship agents agree that their stevedores and super-
intendents shall employ...half white and half colored men,

and the walking foreman shall distribute them equally abreast
of each other in each hatch.32
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The Necessity of Segregation

On May 28, the Port Investigation Commission published its
conclusions. In measured, optimistic tones, it summarized five months
of proceedings, drawing particularly on the 52 sessions in New Orleans.

A deep harbor, easy access to the sea, a matrix of railroads, and
a vast potential for growth gave New Orleans a clear advantage over
other ports. No Gulf port could be compared to or in any way "rival"”
the Crescent City.

New Orleans was in the forefront of cotton, coffee and fruit
commerce. But the Commission stated frankly that it would be shut out
of the lumber trade entirely unless viable storage facilities could be
quickly constructed on the levee. To fund the comprehensive improve-
ment and expansion of wharves and sheds, the Commission recommended tha
the state legislature draw up a constitutional amendment providing for
the sale of 3.5 million dollars in bonds by the Dock Board. The
crucial mesure would liberate the Board from borrowing money "from the
several steamship lines doing business at the port." (see Chapter 1II).
Publicly supervised wharves distinguished New Orleans from other
Southern ports, but only better funding could lend real power and
effectiveness to that supervision.

The Commission condemned the Illinois Central-Harrison Line-
Leyland Line monopoly on cotton exported to Britain. It held that
monopolization was "injurious to the port," though the two shipping
lines rendered "a splendid service" to New Orleans commerce overall.
The Commission's report called upon the legislature to take active

steps against "discrimination."
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Hence, "natural advantages" alone could not assure the port's
preeminence. If the state took concrete steps to improve the port, if
decent men united their efforts, New Orleans would reach greatness.

The report chastized commercial hypochondriacs: "Cease croaking." If
all Orleanians pulled together and unfurled "the banner of good will,
industry and prosperty,” then New Orleans had "nothing to fear" and
would soon enter "the foremost ranks of the cities of the earth.”

But one intangible remained: the labor problem. At other ports,
the Commission witnessed nothing resembling the Crescent City levee:
"There was no hostility between employer and employed at Galveston;
none at Savannah; none at Pensacola, and none at Mobile."

"Capital and labor" worked elsewhere for the interests of commerce
"and the common welfare of both," never hesitating to have "a
"heart-to-heart®™ talk when "differences arose." They "thrashed out the
whole subject and settled it amongst themselves without stopping work
or resorting to strikes or lockouts.”

Not so in New Orleans, where "hostility, distrust and suspicion”
prevailed between unions and employers. Which side was right? The
laborer felt the employers "gave him no consideration™ and "exacted
more onerous services of him", while the steamship agent "“complained
that he could not get dispatch because the laborer would not stow
enough cotton” and the union gave him "no latitude.”

Between them, labor and management crushed the 350,000 citizens of
New Orleans, holding hostage the city's economic life. But the
Commission expressed confidence that the new contract, buttressed by
renewed faith and general concern, would change things. Perhaps all

sides would learn from the strike of 1907. If hopes for "marked
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improvement in the relations between the parties” bore fruit in the
next five years, then peace is an assured fact for a indefinite
period.*®

Ultimately, however, true labor peace demanded a solution to the
"race question” on the levee. This involved morality as well as
economics. In order to advance, the port required a labor arrangement
of another kind, in keeping with essential values. The Commission
examined the unfortunate status quo:

One of the greatest drawbacks to New Orleans is the
working of the white man and negro races on terms of
equality. It drags down the white man; it does not
uplift the negro; and so we find white men working
hopelessly for existence under these intolerable
surroundings.

These conditions do not exist in any other port.
Elsewhere if the two races work in the same ship they
load in different hatches. In New Orleans they work
in the same hatch, abreast of each other, and often a
negro foreman directs the white gangs.

The Commission believes that this has been the fruit-
ful source of most of the trouble on the New Orleans
levee.

Thus concluded the Port Commission. The report capped a careful,
business-like investigation designed to ensure prosperity through labor
peace. Sifting through mountains of testimony "on every possible phase
of the subjects to which its attention had been directed,”™ the
Commission set forth, in sober tones befitting a public body, all the
preconditions of commercial expansion: wharf improvements, abolition

of railroad rebates, subsidization of the Dock Board, new storage

sheds, universal goodwill, and racial segregation on the levee.33
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The 1908 Strikes

In spite of Commission recommendations and management hopes, two
united dock strikes broke out within a month of the Port Investigation
report. These involved freight handlers and longshoremen, with
sympathetic involvement of other levee trades. Cooperation between
white and Black dockworkers sustained the walkouts.

But the spring and summer of 1908 also witnessed another trend.
While levee organizations held to "half-and-half" agreements, white
dock locals joined the newly formed state Federation of Labor in May,
an organization which excluded Black levee and other unions. Black
unions may have hoped that recent experiences in the United Labor
Council, the 1907 stirke, and the 1908 Investigation, might ease entry
into the new Federation of Labor. But the Federation's convention
turned away Black delegates. The organization inserted "white" into
the constitutional clause on affiliation.34

A second segregated body arose after the Investigation, in July,
in the midst of the freight handlers' and longshoremen's strikes. This
was the state Board of Arbitration, a permanent institution initiated
by Governor Jared Sanders. Sanders discussed the idea in Baton Rouge
with levee men James Byrnes, John Higgins, Chris Scully, and E.S. Swan.
He planned to solicit representation from labor and management. The
arbitrators would "all be white men," reported the Picayune: Black
workers would "have to content themselves with leaving their case in
the hands of the white labor representatives on the Commission.™ White
unions, including dock locals, nominated seven workers to the Board, of

whom Governor Sanders chose two, including longshoreman Rufus Ruiz.35
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Sanders initiated the Board of Arbitration amid
fiercely-contested levee strikes in spring and summer, disputes so
bitter that the Port Investigation Commission came close to
reconvening. Neither the disputes, nor their attendant sympathetic
actions, however, hurt the agents to the extent of strikes in September
or October: the busy season.

At the end of May, simultaneous with the Port Commission's warning
against interracial labor cooperation, white and Black longshoremen
struck. Walking off several ships, they complained they could not keep
pace with the screwmen's heavier work load. They insisted that
employers hire additional longshoremen to transfer the increased number
of bales to the screwmen in the holds. Other levee workers koycotted
affected ships.

At a conference with white (Scully, Keegan and others) and Black
(E.S. Swan "and half a dozen negroes") leaders on May 30, steamship
agents promised to consider the demand. Time elapsed and the locals
met jointly on June 3 to threaten a full strike unless extra men were
supplied. Further complicating matters, the Illinois Central freight
handlers, Black and white, issued a demand on June 3 for higher wages.
Their contract expired on June 30: they would strike if necessary.36

Though it was the dull season, agents had hardly expected disputes
so soon after the Port Investigation. Determined to prevail, they dug
in and charged the longshoremen with breaking contract stipulations
against work rules changes. They called upon the Port Commission to

intervene and arbitrate, further notifying presidents Swan and Scully
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that the unions' power to affect trade and labor was intolerable. The
disbanded Port Commission, however, could reconvene only with the
agreement of all concerned parties. The situation deteriorated.

To management's surprise, the Joint Conference of Exchanges
supported labor's call for the hiring of additional longshoremen to
accomodate the heavier workload accruing to the screwmen's contract.37

Anticipating that this pressure would induce accord, Mayor Behrman
invited the parties to negotiate. Agents demurred. Extra labor aside,
they felt a deeper problem ws involved. The very prerogative of unions
to influence work, the power of Scully, Swan and other walking
delegates to "watch the work and give instructions as to what shall be
done," impeded settlement. Armed with the Exchanges' endorsement, the
white and Black locals refused to discuss the matter. Cargo backed up
on the levee.38

This was not a general strike. Several agents and stevedores
agreed to expand longshoremen's work teams. Trade persisted healthily,
in dull season terms, in products customarily stowed by longshoremen
alone (in line with the old work division with the screwmen): sugar,
coffee, grain, molasses. This remained unaffected by the screwmen's
agreement to stow more cotton. The laborers preliminary to
longshoremen's stowage - union teamsters and scalemen - continued
working.

But when the Illinois Central freight handlers struck as promised
on June 30, the levee situation altered. The Black and white freight
handlers received and unloaded from railroad cars all manner of cargo,
including products then being stowed aboardship without dispute. Were

the railroad to ignore their demands for a pay raise to $2.50 a day
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(from $1.80) and hire strikebreakers, the affect on sympathetic dock
labor would be general. The Port Commission, impressed with the
inspired testimony of boss draymen, cotton factors, public weighers,
and steamship agents, had hoped to avoid this situation. But, on July
1, the Picayune pronounced the levee outlook "gloomy."

Insisting that rising "house rents," costs of "provisions" and
"general living" expenses necessitated higher wages, the Illinois
Central freight handlers watched as strikebreakers took their jobs.

The railroad hired both white and Black ("plantation negroes out of
employment®) non-unionists, assigning them to segregated work teams and
sleeping quarters.

Amid the festering longshoremen's controversy, the Dock and Cotton
Council debated a general strike. As in 1903, its member-unions
tacitly agreed not to load or touch freight handled by non-unionists,
without declaring a dock-wide walkout. Council sentiment seemed "to be
strong for peace™ and the implicit boycott unfolded inconsistently, but
on Independence Day the longshoremen's locals struck in sympathy with
the freight handlers.

Rumors abounded of racial dissension among the freight handlers,
hinting that Blacks resisted, while whites supported, the prosecution
of the strike. As in the past, the Picayune attributed the walkout to
the pressures of the whites, claiming also that "in the big strike last
year the negroes were largely opposed to the trouble.”

But when the railroad announced that strikebreakers would be
permanent and would thereafter be paid acording to the amount of work

performed (not by the hour), the Black and white freight handlers’
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unions issued a joint blast, branding the move "unjust." White leader
Ethan Duffy declared angrily, "I don't think the unions will stand for
jr.n39
Contrary to reports, the Black and white friehgt handlers stood
together for the duration of the strike. Dock Council support,
however, appeared to ebb. The achievement by the longshoremen of their
extra labor demand in mid-July (without reducing the power of union
delegates to hold up work) significantly lightened the atmosphere.
Most Dock Council unions, themselves recovering slowly from the general
strike of the year before, and "taking into consideration the recent
financial panic and the present money stringency," strove to alleviate
the material pressures by asking the Freight Handlers to lower their
wage demands (several Council unions opposed this concession, however).
The strikers grudgingly agreed and the Dock Council then intervened on
their behalf with the railroad.40
But the freight handlers remained united and on strike, despite
new reports of white-Black discord. Moreover, the Council's majority
decision notwithstanding, screwmen and longshoremen continued to
boycott "scab freight" at several ships. A steamship agent observed:
The men may be working and doing their best, but
when any of the radicals appear on the Levee every-
thing stops and the men leave their jobs. I can't
sav just how the order is given, or who gives it,
kat as I s§id be.forei it strikes me as being a very
peculiar situation.
Pressure upon the freight handlers mounted, however. As the
strike persisted, it lost the support of its previous backers within

the Dock Council. By a great majority, the Council then warned the two

locals of expulsion. The sporadic boycotts came to an end. The cargo
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logjam on the docks began to loosen. At the end of the strike's third
week, white and Black freight handlers jointly agreed to sign a

five-year accord at the old pay scale.4?

In the immediate wake of the Port Investigation, two strikes
therefore developed. Black and white longshoremen won their case,
Black and white freight handlers went down to defeat. As the latter
exper ience bore more comprehensively upon the other fields of levee
labor, it carried for a time the potential of a general strike. 1In all
likelihood, the freight handlers could not have won without active
sympathy, and this latter lagged or evolved unevenly because dock
unions felt unequipped to go to the mat again, at least so soon. Dock
Council solidarity traditions forced other unions to consider the
implications of each union's dispute.

Reports to the contrary, however, rcial antipathy between Black
and white strikers did not develop. Striking longshoremen and freight
handlers struck, met, settled, and returned on the basis of the
"half-and-half" principles which the Port Commission had explicitly
condemned. Again, strikers stayed out in the confidence that neither
Blacks nor whites would abandon the cause. The longshoremen won the
hiring of additional men and defended the on-the-spot stoppage of work
by union delegates in case of grievances, a prerogative strenuously
fought by employers. In the freight handlers' strike, however,
material hardship appears to have forced other dock unions to forego

solidarity, though not without strong contrary boycotts.
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There were different trends. Unions sought to f£ind their bearings
after sacrifices during a long period of decisive battle. Still, em-
ployers could not have been too pleased at so quick a renewal of levee
union struggles, so rapid a reaffirmation of interracial cooperation.
Essential issues of trade union power persisted, were fought out in the
summer of 1908, and would be contested again. The post-Investigation
period witnessed victory and defeat, but "half-and-half” remained. The
injunction of the Port Commission echoed in the ears of employers in
the summer of 1908: through the disruption of solidarity lay the path

to levee peace. But that path would have to be blazed.
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Aftermath

A glance forward indicates that levee unionism suffered slow
erosion after the early twentieth century. Efforts by employers to
speed up the process, however, evoked resistance. Sustained by
white-Black cooperation, dock unionism persisted beyond World War I,
succumbing over time to the open shop and the tightening noose of
segregation. These pressures fused during the Great Depresison in a
whit supremacist device of uncommon inventionn, a city ordinance
requiring longshore workers to be registered voters.

Several prominent levee unionists passed from the scene within a
short time of the 1907-08 dock wars. Screwman James Byrnes resigned as
president of the white local in September 1908, apparently to accept a
government job: he returned to union service during World War I.
Barred from riverfront employment after his forthright testimony before
the Port Commission, Black longshoreman and screwman A.J. Ellis became
a night watchman. White longshoremen's president Chris Scully died in
1910; the day of his funeral, the white and Black locals announced:
"aAll work on steamships...will cease this noon in respect to the memory
of our esteemed president, Christopher Scully.“43

A number of key leaders remained, most notably Thomas Harrison.,
who replaced James Byrnes as white screwmen's president in 1908 and
held that position for 15 years. Harry Keegan assumed the leadership
of the white longshoremen after Chris Scully's death: he too would be
around for quite a while. Black dockworkers retaining union posts in
the teens including James Porter (Longshoremen), T.P. Wocdland
(Screwmen) , and J.C. Coats (Cotton Teamsters), an associate of

Covington Hall. Black leadership would soon include screwman John
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Granderson (one of the proposed negotiators rebuffed by steamship
agents in 1907) and Albert Workman of the longshoremen. With Keegan
and Harrison, these men led the dock unions on the eve of the fatal
1923 strike, to be outlined below.%%

The Black and white screwmen, whose unions were strongest and
character of labor most disputed, kept their "half-and-half" agreement
in effect for a number of years after the 1907-08 encounters. The 1909
work rules reiterated verbatim the "half-and-half"™ rule established
earlier in the decade, requiring deployment of the races "equally
abreast of each other in each hatch." As late as 1917, the
"half-and-half" principle could still be found in the cooperative
agreement of white and Black screwmen. It involved 50-50 division of
work, but also, at least in theory, the sharing of joint leadership,
the operation of Black-white juries, regular consultations, and a
generally united approach to management.

Significantly, screwmen succeeded in keeping cotton stowage rates
well below the demands of management for "parity with Galveston.”
Contracts during the ten years after the general levee strike were
identical to that arbitrated in 1908. According to the 1917 contract,
187 bales stowed by hand and 90 by screw constituted a day's work for a
gang of five. Work rates for tobacco loading remained the same as in
1908. 1In 1917, the men received six dollars a day, anincrease of a
dollar over 1908. The 1917 contract, like its predecessors, also
recognized the right to strike sympathetically with other recognized

dock unions.43
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But business and technology assaulted the screwmen. The
employers' old cry that improvement in ship-building and cotton
pressing made a separate category of skilled cotton stowers unnecessary
ws not far-fetched. It made more sense as time went on.

During the early twentieth century, cotton commerce experienced an
industrial revolution which, over time, divested cotton stowage of thne
last remnants of skill. Faster, larger steamers emerged from the
shipyards, with a capacity of 20,000 bales by World War I: three times
the capacity in 1900. The new, high-density cotton press, appearing
shortly before the war, reduced the size of the "standard™ bale by more
than 30 per cent.

Backed by all of organized dock labor, the screwmen held on
through the second decade of the century. But they would not long keep
their grip.

The commercial stagnation threatened by the long-standing 187-bale
average, which prevailed despite the new potential, convinced employers
of the absolute necessity of the open shop.45

Complicating matters further for the screwmen ws the wartime
establishment of the U.S. Shipping Board to purchase, lease, build and
operate government merchant marine vessels by arrangement with private
shipping companies. Four of the smaller steamship lines doing business
in New Orleans contracted with the Board.

By the early twenties, the Board controlled 30 per cent of the
port's tonnage. Though dockworkers at Board wharves labored under the
same conditions as those employed by private lines, the Board was
under no obligation to act in concert with the New Orleans Steamship

Association (which replaced the Joint Conference of Steamship/Agents in
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1912). Wwhen the private and public employers of dock labor parted
company during the 1923 dock strike, common conditions of labor no

longer obtained and the unions were split.47

The trend toward Black majority in the labor force quickened
during the teens. While just over half of the 1907 strikers were Black
and scholars Spero and Harris found levee labor "about evenly divided"
in the early teens, the century's second decade witnessed a dramatic
rise in the ratio of Black dockworkers to whites.

World War I spurred the process. Whites were able to take
advantage of expanding opportunities in new fields of emplcyment more
reliable than casual dock work. Port activity boomed during wartime,
attracting a great many new workers — predominantly Black - to the
docks. According to one source, the Black longshoremen's union in 1923
comprised 4,400 members, its white counterpart 1,400. Another found
the Black-white longshoremen's ratio that year to be even more
disproportionate. Clearly, by the early twenties, Black men
constituted the great majority of dockworkers. 48

The trend complicated "half-and-half."™ Though joint bodies,
meetings and decisions - organizational cperations - continued to
resist Jim Crow prescriptions, "half-ard-half" in the division of jobs
became increasingly discriminatbry. Even under the circumstances of
decisive Black majority, Black unions never won parity of foremen.
This issue dated back to the earliest "half-and-half" experiences,
never achieving resolution; as the constituency of Black locals rose

sharply during the war, "half-and-half" increasingly operated at the

expense of interracial cooperation.
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This was not unrelated to the continuing procession of Jim Crow in
the city. Despite protest meetings, organizations, and activities, the
restrictions proliferated and deepened. A greater number of
facilities, events, and outlets became off-limits to Blacks. As late
as February 1916, Black youth could not attend high school. In 1911,
the City Council banned Black participation in the Mardi Gras.4®

Charity Hospital opened an inferior facility for Blacks in the
summer of 1911, inspiring other health care institutions to follow
suit. The Board of Health reported an increase in the Black death rate
during the teens, attributable in part to tuberculosis. With a decline
in living standards generally, drug addiction, especially to cocaine,

became a serious problem.50
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Dawn of the Open Shop

Under conditions of industrial change, advancing segregation, and
developing intra-union inequality, a less cohesive levee labor movement
confronted the steamship agents at the end of the second decade of the
twenthieth century. But the employers had also changed, committed now
as never before to the vision of a levee fre of unions. 1In 1921, they
recorded an important gain against the screwmen, whose elimination as a
category and an organized force, was so basic to anti-unionism. For
the first time, local cotton stowage reached the 200-bale per day
figure, per gang.51

Employers seemed determined to keep the nomentum, for in November
of that year, they proposed that more bales be stowed. Over 1500
screwmen walked off the job. On November 24, the Dock and Cotton
Council called a general strike of the 12-15,000 men organized in its
24 member-organizations. When strikers confronted non-unionists at the
foot of Canal Street on November 24, a massive disturbance followed:
250 policemen with riot guns subdued the combatants.

The strike endured for eight days. But the levee unions were
weaker, the Dock and Cotton Council less eZfective, than before.
Settlement brought "parity with Galveston" at last, the realizaiton of
the agents' demands: 225 bales to be stowed daily per gang, at piece
rate wages.

At the conclusion, the United Fruit Company broke with organized
labor, making its strikebreakers permanent. The Southern Pacific and

two other firms broke with the unions in 1922,
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Thus, on several piers the open shop prevailed even before the
1923 encounter which assured its total triumph. but 1923 was
different. I the words of one scholar, it marked the definitive "end
of an era of powerful domination by the unions of the Dock and Cotton
Council."™ The levee confrontation of 1923 sent the screwmen "to that
oblivion which their outworn economic function made eventually

inevitable."52

The last of the major New Orleans levee wars before the Great
Depression opened in September 1923. It involved at first the Black
and white locals of the Longshoremen and the Screwmen. Contracts for
both of these units of dock labor expired then. Longshoremen's leaders
Albert Workman (Black) and Harry Keegan (white) put forth demands for a
pay increase, the hiring of extra men to transfer cotton to the
burdened screwmen in the holds, and the restoration of a grievance
committee.

when employers promised to concede the pay raise while rejecting
the additional hiring demand, Workman and Keegan denounced their stance
as "not fair, right or just, either to yourself or us or the community
at large."” After the Black (led by John Granderson) and white (headed
by Thomas Harrison) screwmen submitted their own appeal for higher
wages and promised to support the longshoremen, the lines were drawn.

Granderson, Keegan, Workman, and Harrison all hailed from the
period of dock union power, the first decade of the century. But it
was clear now that interracial cooperation had eroded. Joint
statements and resolutions now were few and far between. Labor's

spokesmen here were Keegan and Harrison: both had supported the

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



298

selection of Granderson to the proposed Black-white screwmen's
negotiating team back in 1907. 1In 1923, however, Granderson took
little part in decision-making. Spero and Harris indicate that Black
dock locals in fact opposed a strike in 1923; so too did many whites,
but all walked out when a strike was declared.

It was clear that the steamship agents had had enough of the
screwmen and levee unionism. Within hours after the screwmen struck
sympathetically with the longshoremen on September 16, employers stated
officially: "The question of open shop has been touched upon. We
propose to keep the ships working, unions or no unions.” Unless the
four striking locals returned, observed the Picayune, "the open shop
rule will prevail.'53

To the employers, the screwmen's very existence in New Orleans now
posed a "disadvantage in competition with other Gulf ports.” The
"artificial differentiation™ between screwmen and longshoremen was "the
root of the incessant agitations and turmoils®™ troubling the port.
Technology, they stressed, made screwmen redundant: nowhere else did
those responsibile for the now simple task of cotton stowage still
constitute a separate class of laborers with "special privileges and
greater pay." "Cotton is no longer crowded" into the holds, declared
the president of the Steamship Association on September 25: the claim
that "stowing cotton still requires greater skill and harder work than
stowing general cargo" had "not been true for many years." Screwmen's
unions were "small, select exclusive organizations," representing a
"falsely privileged caste on the docks," "the Brahmins of our

riverfront. Brahmins are out of date."

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



299

The screwmen were finished. The agents were serious, refusing to
negotiate with striking longshoremen until they agreed to replace the
screwmen from then on, until they accepted ®consolidation®™ into "one
class of labor with one wage scale.”

Times had changed, warned the employers. Management would prevent
the exercise of power by levee unions. Employers would not answer the
longshoremen's appeal for a new grievance committee, branding the
demand an “"absurdity," an "impracticability.” They had bitter
memories:

Prior to and during the war, the application or interpre-
tation of union labor rules, always susceptible to
dispute by the men themselves, was the cause of grave
delays. The work would be stopped while the point for or

against would be argued out before a "grievance committee.”

Three years ago this rule was eliminated because of the
senseless loss of time.

Despite Thomas Harrison's vow that "the strike can never end as
long as the agents demand the destruction of the two screwmen's
organizations, " management fully prosecuted its end of the controversy.
Non-union men already worked permanently at several wharves, and other
strikebreakers were brought in. In contrast to the composition of
levee labor, most of the strikebreakers were white. On September 21, a
predominantly Black group of strikers clashed with non-unionists on
Canal Street. Shipping lines attempting to use crews to load vessels
found their efforts temporarily but effectively blocked by an IWW
appeal to marine workers for solidarity. Still, even after Illinois
Central freight handlers left their jobs (and cotton teamsters
threatened the same) in sympathy with the longshoremen and screwmen,

commerce proceeded close to the norm. The other levee unions did not
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register their solidarity consistently or for long. Returning after a
while, they cooperated with strikebreakers in forwarding cotton and
other items to the ships. The pace of business quickened. 55

As before, agents housed strikebreakers aboard "hotel" ships
anchored in the river. Finding the beefed—-up police squads inadequte
to protect the non-unionists from angry strikers at dockside - armed
Black and white strikers fired upon strikebreakers on September 24 -
shipping agents obtained an unprecendented court order. Handed down by
Judge Foster of the Federal District Court, the injunction "Vs. Harry
Reegan, Et. Als" charged the unions with having "conspired with other
an others unknown to strike." Accusing the men of "injuring the
business of complainants® and "impeding and delaying...interstate and
foreign commerce," the order banned the "use of threats or personal
injury, intimidation, suggestion of danger or threats of violence of
any kind,"™ "in any way or manner whatsoever," by dock unionists. It
barred strikers from the docks, wharves, grain elevators, and vessels.

Pronouncing the order the "most drastic...ever made effective
along the waterfront" and particularly noting the sweeping character of
the proscriptions upon "suggestions" of danger, the longshoremen
appealed for redress. They obtained an injunction, effective upon the
posting of five thousand dollars by the locals, blocking the Foster
decision. The new order recognized workers' right to strike ("if the
conditions of employment or their wages are unsatisfactory”) as well s
their right to "observe the situation™ on the levee, "to communicate"
peacefully with "those who have taken their places and to endeavor to

persuade them to cease work."
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But the longshoremen's locals could not post bond, the original

restrictions stood and were in fact upheld by the state Supreme Court
in mid-October. "Under very distinct handicaps," the striking unions
now faced the end.>®

The press soon announced that the port had registered an
unparalleled volume of trade during September, had broken all one-month
records despite the strike. The news whetted further the anti-union

bent of the steamship agents. The agents, reported the Picayune on

October 19, "are going to run an open shop.“57

The downfall of levee unionism came with the innocuous
announcement by the U.S. Shipping Board that it would grant the
longshoremen's demands and continue to recognize the screwmen. The
private shipping lines refused to follow suit and closed their doors to
union labor, leaving union men the only alternative of contracting with
the Board, which controlled only 30 per cent of port commerce. As the
private lines would not budge, the unions pursued this option and
signed with the Board. Five thousand union screwmen and longshoremen
therefore came into exclusive possession of only a frction of port
jobs. Only a third of them could hope to find work .58

Matters became worse within days. "weakened terrifically,” the
unions faced exclusion not only from the bulk of levee jobs, but also
from contact with other dockworkers. On October 21, the Shipping Board
moved to concentrate the trade of its four contracting lines at one
dock, thus segregating union longshoremen and screwmen in a corner of

the riverfront. And now, wrote Arthur R. Pearce,
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the water front was defintely split - and the screwmen
were dead. Even for the Shipping Board they retained
the exclusive right to handle cotton and tobacco only
when they were in large lots. Small lots mixed in

with other cargo would be handled by the longshoremen.

Before too lcong, the Board would lease its lines to private
operators who would lock out the union longshoremen.

In the meantime, the private shipping lines proclaimed their
interest in starting a new union, "modelled along lines to avert
squabbling among the workmen and assure reasonably continuous work
without interruption." They wanted an "independent” union, for they
had never opposed the right to organize:

what we objected to was the arbitrary, intolerable
aggressions of the leaders of the unions that walked
out. We do not mind dealing with any sort of associa-
tion reasonably managed.

In keeping with these sentiments, steamship agents kept out
workers suspected of affiliation to or preference for the old unions.
Toward that end, they introduced a system of finger-printing,
photo-identification, and identification badges during the 1920's.

Though a majority of strikebreakers in 1923 had been white, agents
quickly discharged them; for a period they only hired Black workers.
These workers did form a union, though a weak one. The
"Africanization™ of the port frightened certain powerful white
politicians who made it an electoral issue in the late twenties. They
encouraged white ex-dockworkers to form an organization to demand

reinstatement in dock jobs. Subsequently, agents hired a number of

whites.
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But Black predominance remained. How to evict Black workers from
a field where they had constituted zo basic a comporent for so long
became a ticklish question in the late twenties and early thirties.
Employers and city fathers alike bore the scars of battle with a united
interracial labor force: they were determined not to live through that
again. But perhaps, a need for diplomacy and sophistication plagued
their collective conscience. Jim Crow was in the saddle, but could
thousands of Black workers, at once and together, simply be driven from
the waterfront?

Such considerations apparently motivated men of influence. A
pretext had to be found. Differences between the white and Black
unions arose over the conduct of strikes in 1927 and 1931, in which
mutual support did not materialize. Finding the Black longshoremen
irresponsible, the head of the white union (himself a political
influential) demanded in 1931 that the Black organization - as a
pre-—condition of its continuation - resolve that only "certified
registered voters should be employed in loading and unloading" ships,
trucks, and freight cars on the waterfront "within the territorial
limits of the city."

Great pressure forced the Black union to adopt the resolution,
which then became a city ordinance. Few Black longshoremen met the new
criteria. The rule needed only to be enforced. A thorny problem had

apparently been solved. 60
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Conclusion

Under the shadow of white supremacy, an effective interracial
dockworkers' movement developed in New Orleans during the early
twentieth century. A resurrected levee unionism affirmed labor's
right to shape the work process. In its own behalf, It managed for a
period to impose limits on the amount and pace of work - cotton
handling, above all - that thwarted the commercial aspirations of
powerful railroad and steamship corporations. In the great 1907 dock
strike, over ten thousand Black and white dockworkers held off and
defeated the concerted anti-union efforts of those corporations.

Industrially organized and interracially cooperative in contrast
to the contemporary policies of the American Federation of Labor, New
Orleans dockworkers created mechanisms of interracial solidarity that
became traditional in the first decade of the century. Unions adopted
and abided by statutes of cooperation. The ways and means of solidar-
ity - from joint representation in all panels, negotiations, and juries
to the aiternate Black-white speaking rotation during meetings -endured
throughout the period. Solidarity became almost de rigueur. It
therefore became possible for Black dockers to play an active role in
unionism, a role defended and affirmed by white unionists.

The evidence shows that Black levee men did not abandon unionism
after the riots of the mid-90's, that they did not become an accomo-
dating source of cheap labor. On the contrary, they built strong
unions in the early twentieth century and fought for joint policies and
action. Together with whites, they developed an industrial-unionist,

interracial approach to trade unionism.
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Crescent City dock unionism derived its power from interracial
unity. Black-white cooperation gave levee men some measure of control
over working conditions. Their consequent strength stymied commercial
interests, to whose anger the 1908 Port Investigation gave full
expression. Senator C.C. Cordill, chairman of the Port Commission,
spoke on behalf of others when he decried the shameful white "alliance
with a band of negroes,™ which purported to "tie up this port."
Employers felt that "twelve white men and twelve negroes the joint
screwmen's committee dominate the commerce of this port." The
workers, alleged a steamship agent, "deliberately rob us.™ Cordill
told the unions, "You run things to suit yourself. You are the czar
and it isn't fair."l

Though such charges tended to distort the realities of class
relations beyond all recognition, shipping interests were indeed
frustrated. It appears in fact that only one other American port
witnessed anything remotely similar to the Dock and Cotton Council
during the early twentieth century: under IWW leadership in the early
teens, Philadelphia longshoremen regularly elected both white and Black
delegates to union posts and adopted a rotating, white-Black, system of

chairmen.2

"Half-and-half" experienced some rough going in New Orleans.
Under cooperative agreements, union locals remained segregated. Joint
meetings were segregated in the same hall. At no point did Black

dockers achieve parity of foremen. But, for a period, levee unionism
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in New Orleans was less segregated and allowed for less discriminatory
Black-white relationships - not to mention joint action - than other
areas of social and economic life.

The contemporary sources themselves are not impeccable when it
comes to evaluating egalitarianism among the white participants in
"half-and-half," white supremacist, anti-labor, anti-immigrant, and
anti-union views characterized the major press, including the most
comprehensive chronicle of union activity, the Picayune. Nevertheless,
the omnipresent inequality of foremen and the active involvement of
many white dockworkers in the political campaigns of white supremacists
(in whose wards union men often held a balance of votes, compelling
political support for levee labor) would suggest that egalitarian
sentiment among the whites was never all-encompassing. Still, in their
firm adherence to such "half-and-half" essentials as joint representa-
tion, equal division of work interracial juries, Black-white leader-
ship, and consultation and cooperation at every step, white dockworkers
swerved directly from and broke with the basic pattern of Southern race
relations.

The Black dockworkers were in the main descendants of slaves. Very
few descended from free Creoles. They were neither French speaking nor
Catholic, and could trace no "privileged" status to their forebears.
Most lived uptown, where dock labor was a primary occupation for Black
men. Their families, like those of the whites, stood to gain from
betterment of working conditions in a casual industry rife with
unemployment.3 The early twentieth century saw a steady increase in
the number of Blacks on the levee. By World War I, they constituted

the majority of dockworkers.
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Like the whites, Black dockers derived certain union procedures
from the ritual of fraternal societies, but they drew as well upon
traditions of secrecy-by-necessity. Dock unionism bore on a range of
activities involving workers of both races: social, athletic, frater-
nal, religious, cultural, recreational. At levee union dances,
parades, funerals and parties, Black dockworker-musicians experimented
with the new improvised forms of the period before crowds of levee
laborers, including whita2s.

Many Black dockworkers challenged the exigencies of segregation,
which ate away at security and living conditions. In the labor-led
Equal Rights League, Black levee men appealed particularly for politi-
cal representation and voting rights. Their views contrasted with both
the anti-labor white supremacy of employers and the views of many
white dockworkers. Such Black unionists as A.J. Ellis and cotton
yardmen I.G. Wynn expressed especially strong convictions about
segregation.

Significantly, while joint white-Black labor activity entailed a
spirit of cooperation and compromise in the interest of a united
approach, the foreman dispute arose repeatedly. Black workers felt

entitled to a more equitable application of "half-and-half."

why did white-Black labor cooperation develop in New Orleans? What
accounts for its endurance in the decidedly inhospitable surroundings
of the "nadir"™ in American race relations?

By the early twentieth century, segregation held sway in New
Orleans. Inferior, separate conditions prevailed for Blacks. Race

riot and assault hadbroken out during and after Reconstruction. Racial
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animosity and labor strife merged in a wave of fatal attacks on Black
dockworkers in 1894-95. Disfranchisement rode the crest and kept white
supremacy in the saddle.

Still, older, French-Spanish traditions of race relations, while
giving way before the inexorable advance of white supremacy in law and
deed, may yet have exerted a force. That integrated residence patterns
persisted through the "nadir" suggests that customs of interracial
contact were not dead. WNo other major city in the region witnessed
side-by~-side habitation of Black and white in the early twentieth
century.4

Naturally, this alone cannot explain labor solidarity. French-
Spanish tradition embraced interracial contact, not equality, and
certainly not solidarity. The old influences weakened considerably
after Reconstruction before the steady encroachments of white supremacy
in power.

New Orleans was a cosmopolitan city. Thousands of Europeans and
second and third generation Americans lived there. 1Irish, German,
Portuguese and Afro-American men were thrown together on the levee,
more than in other parts of the city, more than in other industries.

By 1900, levee labor was the main occupation open to Black men, while
remaining a chief avenue of employment for Irish and Irish-American
men.

Significantly, cotton commerce brought seamen from all over the
world to the port, many of whom were organized in stong unions. They
inevitably came into contact with Crescent City dockworkers. Irish,
British, and Swedish sailors pledged and practiced solidarity with

striking levee men in 1907 and at other times by refusing to replace
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them. European seamen had their own traditions of struggle and
solidarity which may also have impressed local dockworkers. Prominent
Black unionist A.J. Ellis first experienced trade unionism as a member
of the socialist-leaning German seamen's union: he had worked for a

spell on German ships.5

Casuality and seasonality of dock labor made necessary in New
Orleans the invocation of a European-derived custom: the exchange of
cards between different unions. Seasonality truly devastated those
levee trades entirely dependent upon cotton: the yardmen and the
screwmen. Though seasonality affected all levee trades, the dock-
workers who handled cotton exclusively became more desperate in the
dull season.

The exchange of union cards enabled dockworkers to seek jobs in
other unionized fields, such as brewing, construction, and music. It
promoted the notion of mutual support underlying the fraternal bedrock
of levee unionism. Confronting the hazards of dock labor, levee men
developed a belief in labor's interdependence. Thus, they took the
lead in supporting the brewery strike and the United Labor Council in
1907. That numbers of dockworkers found "off-season" employment in the
brewery industry and thus held membership in the industrially-oriented
Brewery Workers, had a significant impact on local labor, on and off
the levee.

The very organization of dock work influenced solidarity. The
importance of the cotton trade in New Orleans gave early centrality to
that most crucial of levee components, the skilled screwmen. This

small body of workers became the first to organize. Skill distin-
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guished them from the other dockworkers. Stratgegically located the
screwmen were organized enough to sustain the unionization of the
evolving differentiated categories of cotton handlers whose tasks
preceded theirs in the labor process: teamsters, yardmen, longshore-
men.

Cotton commerce linked the levee trades and unions, making them
reliant on one another. But the screwmen, skilled and decisively
placed, were central. Their unions were older, stronger, their labor
most respected, their backing most essential to other locals. As the
strong force at the end of a cotton-based work process, the screwmen
affected that process significantly. They could cripple the port. Even
as technology eroded skill and status, the Black and white screwmen's
locals remained the backbone of levee labor. The dock wars of the
early twentieth century, particularly the 1907 general strike, were led
by the screwmen, revolved around them, and concluded with their
extinction. Solidarity on the levee became, in the first place,
solidarity with the screwmen.

But dock labor and levee unions were segregated. Above all,
segregation hindered the unifying potential of collective work,
limiting the horizons of dedicated unionists and curtailing the power
of the locals.

The most important "half-and-half" agreements, particularly the
accord of the white and Black screwmen, emerged after disastrous
experiences. Exclusion by employers of either race from the levee in
certain periods caused the race riots of the 1890's. The last decade
of the nineteenth century found the multiracial, collectively-working,

cosmopolitan, interdependent work force split along racial lines.
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Black and white worked apart. Their organizaitons were at the mercy of
management. It was then, remembered steamship agents and workers
alike, that "shoot-the-chute®™ came into its own and cotton stowage

broke all records.

The experience of violent racial confrontation and intensified
exploitation led to profound re-evaluation by dockworkers. "Half-
and-half®, became the mechanism through which the solidarity-inducing,
union-empowering, factors of levee labor became realized. "Half-and-
half," particularly among the white and Black screwmen -who chose to
perform their crucial end of the work process in gangs of both races
working abreast - enabled workers to rein in the pace of work. It
saved the screwmen, preserving and strengthening their locals as the
buttress of levewe unionism despite the exactions of technology.

Workers declared that "half-and-half" stemmed from experiences on
the levee. When the races decided to "go together," to "amalgamate,”
they thought seriously about their actions. A.J. Ellis, the Black
screwmen, reasoned: "...We were tired of being used as an instrument
to starve our brother workmen, the white men..." Black and white
longshoremen, affirmed white leader Harry Keegan, would stand together
"for mutual protection."™ Wherever Black and white remained separate -
in labor and in organization - "starvation wages would be the rule,"
according to white central council leader Robert E. Lee.

"Half-and half"™ brought a halt to the alternate hiring of the
races; otherwise, exclusion of either loomed as a constant threat.
White screwman Thomas Harrison exclaimed: "The whites had to amal-

gamate with the negroes or lose everything."
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A veritable open shop prevailed in the other Southern ports,
according to the Port Commission, with higher stowage rates wherever
Black-white cooperation did not exist. "The white and colored screwmen
are fighting each other"™ in Galveston, charged Black leader T.P
Woodland, "and to that circumstance is largely due the conditions that
prevail there." Black longshoreman E.S. Swan knew the days when
employers used racial enmity to stimulate productivity: "It was a case
of slavery, the agents wanted to break the unions. So indeed, a white
dockworker stressed, "in the white supremacy strike some years ago, we
learned the lesson that the white and negro workers had to go to-

gether..."6

Thus, "amalgamated," New Orleans dockworkers created a potent
union movement that achieved significant strength between 1901 and
1908. Levee labor as a whole, including the unorganized roustabouts,
held tenaciously to convictions of solidarity. Interracial cooperation
pre-dated the arrival on the scene of such a protagonist of solidarity
as Oscar Ameringer, preceding the emergence of socialist Covington Hall
from the United Sons of Confederate Veterans.

Nonetheless, the united New Orleans levee movement possessed more
than a superficial radical tinge. The "half-and-half" principle, the
interracial Dock and Cotton Council, the guarantee of Black participa-
tion in leadership, the joint consultations on every labor matter
concerning the South's key port, may indeed have smacked of subversion;

the Port Commission, the local press, and employers said as much. Of
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these phenomena, a probing student of the movement, Arthur R. Pearce,

wondered: "Was all this racicalism merely another manifestation of

Populism, even at that late date?"’

If there were memories in New Orleans of populism's interracial
alliances, it is unlikely they were as tangible as those in the rural,
timber parishes of Louisiana, where populism, socialism, and the IWW
developed in succession between the late nineteenth century and World
Wwar I. In any case, New Orleans gave birth to its own radical trend:
homegrown, urban, Black and white. Though not responsible for the
philosophy of "half-and-half", local radicals aided its application,
working concertedly to strengthen levee solidarity during the century's
first decade.

To the ingredients of the city's dock labor movement, one must
then add the small radical core of propagandists and dockworkers who
spoke for unity and industrial unionism as the levee showdown of 1907
neared. The Labor World and the Daily News' "World of Labor" column
provided popular expression of dock labor's views during the 1907
upheaval and general strike: they were widely distributed and read.

The radical group included Covington Hall, editor Oscar Ameringer
(the only non-Orleanian). Black teamster Joseph Coats, and white
screwman Thomas Gannon, among others. These men consulted often
throughout 1907. They built harmonious, cooperative relations with
dockworkers and worked closely with the Dock and Cotton Council in

conducting the general strike.
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Radicalism also embraced the brewery workers' union, an organiza-
tion which included Thomas Gannon and many other dockworkers. The 1907
brewery strike, assisted by the aforementioned radicals and actively
supported by Black and white dock unions, gave rise to an unprecedented
levee militancy, precipitating a break within the Central Trades and
Labor Council. Such Council stalwarts as longshoreman Rufus Ruiz and
screwman Thomas Harrison quit the body they had helped to found, left
their roots behind, turned their backs on labor colleagues in Demo-
cratic politics, and moved, with the dockworkers of both races, into
the United Labor Council.

The United Labor Council was the largest radical undertaking yet
attempted in New Orleans. By statute, it promoted industrial unionism
and sympathetic strikes. It brought Black and white together at the
level of a city central. It advocated a "more just system...in which
each shall enjoy the full product of his toil." The Council rested upon
the traditions of levee cooperation. It was buttressed as well by
local radicalism. It represented more than a split within local labor:
its constituent unions defied AFL conventions to the "inconceivable"
extent of creating an industrial-unionist interracial central body.8

In an atmosphrere of inspired labor militancy, matters came to a
head on the docks. If moods are indicative, then 1907 was the most
inopportune moment for employers to insist upon "parity with Galveston"
in working conditions and output on the Crescent City levee. The dock
unions lay ready to help the screwmen resist the imposition of said
"parity." Levee solidarity was at its highest. Black-white coopera-
tion had attained new levels in the founding of the new central

council. But steamship agents locked-out the screwmen in October .9
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Dockworkers launched the general strike and forestalled "parity
with Galveston.™ Again, the dispute aligned dockworkers behind the
mainstays of unionism, the screwmen. But the stakes were higher:
employers hoped to abolish the screwmen's locals for good, and thereby
weaken the other unions.

Management fought harder, longer, and with greater coordination
than earlier in the decade over what had become a perennial problem:
the limits imposed upon stowage by labor through interracial decree.

Labor prevailed. The 1907 strike marked the high point of levee
unionism in the early twentieth century. Employers threw all resources
against the dockworkers: armed guards, trainloads of strike breakers,
and the reliable instrument of old, race-baiting. They considered
reviving the infamous White League. Yet, through it all, in E.S.
Swan's view, Black and white dockworkers not only stood together but
became closer, "never before so strongly cemented in a common
bond. .."10

Interracial cooperation deepened immediately after the strike.
Great pressures were exerted upon the screwmen to withdraw the Black
nominees from the original investigating committee. Officials and
media administered a concentrated dose of hysteria to the public at
large and to the dock unions in particular to induce a split between
white and Black. But none resulted.

Unity was also the outstanding feature of the post-strike Port
Investigation. Management and commission members alike hurled every
conceivable white supremacist epithet at the united labor movement on

the New Orleans docks. Upholding the open shop conditions under which
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racially split work forces labored in most Southern ports, the Port
Commission condemned the "equality of the races as exists today on the
Levee®™ as "a disgrace to a Southern city." Commissioners lectur.. - .e
levee labor movement on the elementary principles of Southern civiliza-
tion. Yet no labor witness repudiated solidarity.11

Ultimately, the Commission concluded with an open appeal to
employers to divide the races on the levee. For Black-white coopera-

tion had been "the fruitful source of most of the trouble..."12

Over time, after 1907, interracial labor cooperation weakened:
so too, and not coincidentally, did dock unionism as a whole. Black-
white solidarity had kept trade unionism alive and kicking long after
levee employers had determined to suppress it. But other factors
entered the picture during the century's second decade. These struck
at the coherence of dock unionism.

Technological progress assaulted the screwmen, and destroyed them
forever. The best organized and strongest levee organizations, the
Black and white screwmen's locals had long been the mainstay of levee
labor. But they could not long stem the tide which eroded skill in the
stowage of cotton into ships. They became increasingly redundant: the
larger ships and more efficient cotton presses deprived even hand-
stowing of the last remnants of craft. As dock organizations continued
to support the viability of a truly obsolete trade, they occupied
shakier ground. The levee's fundamental productivity issues had always
concerned the screwmen's crucial work:; labor's most important expres-—

sions of solidarity had emerged during screwmen's controversies. The
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point came, however, when the obsolescence of the screwmen's craft
outpaced the ability of dockworkers to to prevent, through solidarity,
the demise of the screwmen themselves.

The First World war witnessed the departure of many whites from
the levee and the acceleration of the process of Black majority that
had operated some time. where "half-and-half" had reflected the rough
parity in actual numbers earlier in the century, its by-the-book
application now allocated jobs disproportionately to whites, for they
were no longer "half," by any means. The Black-white juries, joint
meetings, and negotiating teams persisted, however. But now, white
leaders alcne spoke for levee labor, in contrast to an earlier day when
Black leaders E.S. Swan, T.P. Woodland, and A.J. Ellis often repre-
sented dock unionism.

Key problems of "half-and-half® re-surfaced in the teens and early
twenties. Solidarity had developed between ostensible "halves™ on the
levee that were not at all equal in society. The loss by the Black
component of basic rights during the late nineteenth and early twenti-
eth centuries had been largely ignored by the white "half."

Refusal to adopt parity of Black and white foremen, a source of
contention before, became now a much greater indication of trade union
inequality. Despite the permanence of joint working bodies, "half-and-
h21f" had perhaps always tasted somewhat of expediency. That employers
had given Black and white "no choice™ but to "amalgamate, " that labor
had been driven by management toward "half-and-half,"™ became the ready
answer of dock unions pressured to explain their "blasphemy."™ With

particular reiteration by whites, this suggested that if other avenues
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of self-preservation opened, these might be pursued. White workers
occasionally responded to employer race-baiting by saying. in a sense:
Don't blame us; this "half-and-half" business is your fault!

At the same time, segregation became more entrenched, its laws
more elaborate, its practices more embracing, and its propagation in
all media more considered and intensive.

Local radicalism, whose adherents had so aided dock labor, ebbed
relatively after the 19C7-08 upsurge. Shortly after 19707, Oscar
Amer inger had gone to Oklahoma as a socialist organizer. Screwman
Thomas Gannon grew disillusioned with and later abandoned the labor
movement, telling Covington Hall, "...You are crazy to Keep at it. The
working class will never do anything but beg for a little more wages."
Hall, however, kept "at it," but not in New Orleans: by the early
teens, he was organizing Black and white timber workers in the piney
woods parishes.13

Steamship companies and railroads adopted open-shop aims with
finality. In streamlined and well-directed coordination, employers
could publicly and confidently announce in the early twenties that they
would wipe out the screwmen and their locals, and destroy levee
unionism as then constituted. It was no secret.

And thus, amid weakening solidarity, the rising difficulty of
Black-white contacts, and the undermining of the levee's pivotal

screwmen's unions, employers fulfilled their vow.

Antagonism has not always characterized relations between Black

and white in our history. Over time, amid the introduction and

development of slavery, there have been instances and important
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patterns of interracial cooperation. The findings of a host of
historians, covering the period from colonial days through the dawning
of the present century, suggest that there may have been no "solid",
white supremacist South until 1900.14

But many who have discussed interracial cooperation -especially
among workers - in earlier periods tend to assume that the late 1890's
brought this experience to a grinding halt. Indeed, the final decade
of the last century witnessed the summoning of every conceivable state
device and instrument of physical coercion to institutionalize segrega-
tion in the South. "The Jim Crow laws,” observes C. Vann Woodward,
"unlike federal laws, 4id not assign the subordinate groups a fixed
status in society. They were constantly pushing the Negro further
down."15
Conditions changed. Disfranchisement deprived the Blacks and many
whites majority of the right to vote. White supremacy acquired legal
teeth and the coercive sanction of all branches of government.
Propaganda in every medium trumpeted white superiority, buttressed by
an avalanche of "scientific™ findings. Blacks sunk ever-deeper into
the ™nadir."

Segregation, however, did not spring to actual life in one piece,
at cne time. It evolved, despite the immediacy of promulgation and
enforcement. These of course made the practice, and in fact the very
envisioning, of interracial labor solidarity far more difficult.
Moreover, the labor movement generally, particularly the craft unions,
practiced segregation in this period: the American Federation of Labor
abandoned the promotion of interracial solidarity and, after 1900, did

little to support Black-white cooperation.
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Nevertheless, solidarity across the color bar developed in the
eariy twentieth century. Under great pressure, laborers in Southern
mines, construction trades, tobacco factories, timber forests, and iron
plants practiced interracial cooperation. The experience of New
Orleans dockworkers and the dogged persistence of this pattern in many
Southern localities suggest that the South was not yet "solid."16

Contrasted with previous lower-~class developers of interracial
solidarity, the Black and white proponents of labor cooperation in the
early twentieth century Crescent City were less equal in relation to
each other. The suppression of Blacks was more intensive and purpose-
ful, the odes to white supremacy more frequent, diverse and emphatic-
ally repeated, and the political clout of labor much reduced.

Still, solidarity unfolded on the New Orleans levee. Creating
mechanisms and channels of cooperation that became traditional in the
period, New Orleans dockworkers for a time made solidarity a principle.
There were problems and disruptions in this connection, due in no small
measure to the broader state of affairs and the general prosecution of
segregation by the conservative elite. But clearly, early twentieth
century race relations in New Orleans, if not elsewhere, were far more
complex than "white over Black." Class considerations remained a part
of working-class and trade union activity and policy.

The ability of Black and white dockworkers to surmount constraint
and sanction and to fashion an empowering alliance played no small role
in complicating the evolution of Jim Crow. Time and again during the
period, Black levee men opposed practical exigencies of Crescent City

segregation and strove for both their rights and cooperation with white
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unionists. Out of a perceived self-interest, white dockers "amalga-
mated" with Blacks and made interracial cooperation the status quo on
the riverfront.

Segregation and white supremacy on the docks therefore had to be
dinned into the ears of the labor force, pushed and imposed. Employers
called down the heavens upon levee workers: interracial unity and
Black prominence in levee affairs was "blasphemy" itself. "Blasphemy,"
"hlack and tan," "carpetbaggery": the loaded epithets flew. "I tried
to make these people understand,” Mayor Behrman complained after the
1907 strike: "I told them very plainly what the sentiment of this
community is as to having colored men figure so prominently in public
matters." 17

City officials, cotton merchants, steamship agents - "men of
affairs™ - expended much time and effort to hinder, disrupt, and break
labor solidarity, to "make these people understand" that racial
differences superceded their common interests as dockworkers. But for
a period, those dockworkers held the protagonists of segregation &t

bay.
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