(9:9) 1895 Brooklyn Trolley Strike

Source: “Documenting New York State Labor History,” Social Science Docket, 4(1), Winter-Spring 2004.
Background: In January 1895, 5,000 workers employed on Brooklyn, New York trolleys struck against the companies. On January 20, 1895, The New York Times reported, “From Bay Ridge to Hunter’s Point, and East New York to Fulton Ferry, not a car for hours was running. 200 miles of railroad were idle and at no time were over 25 cars in operation on the rails which 900 cars had been traveling, as usual, the day before.” The companies recruited “scab” labor and 7,000 state troopers and National Guard troops were dispatched to Brooklyn by Governor Morton to protect private property and break the strike. The mayor of Brooklyn issued a proclamation warning strikers and all other persons from congregating in public places during the strike. When workers responded by attacking trolleys and strikebreakers and fighting against soldiers, the strike became the focus of both the local and national press. The workers were finally defeated and the strike ended by the middle of February. 
Assignment: Newspaper coverage of the Brooklyn Trolley Strike varied widely. Examine each of these excerpts. 

1. Which of these statements about the Brooklyn Trolley strike do you believe come closer to the truth? Why? 
2. What example of bias do you find? 
3. Write a “letter-to-the-editor” in response to one of these statements.

A. Striker’s Statement, Brooklyn Eagle (Jan. 21, 1895): The employees of the Brooklyn trolley lines were driven from their posts by soulless corporations, because they were human beings and unable to work another year under the terrible strain put upon them by being compelled to run trolley cars through crowded streets at a high rate of speed for fourteen hours as a day’s work. . . We offered to continue our contracts with our masters for another year at the same wages if we were guaranteed against more than ten hours’ work. The companies refused. All our offers to arbitrate were cruelly rejected. The corporations . . . have terrorized the community with fabricated accounts of violence, and have failed to state that where such acts were committed it was at the instigation of the company’s agent’s . . . Miserable creatures have been recruited from the outcasts of other communities upon promise to pay them 50 per cent more wages than we ever received. The cars are not running, in spite of military and police, not because of our violence, but because the companies cannot get skilled labor to work for them upon their terms as to what shall constitute a day’s work.
B. Harper's Weekly (February 2, 1895): Whether or not the wages paid by the Brooklyn street-car lines were inadequate, and whether or not their regulations were oppressive to the men, cannot be decided by rumor, by the resolutions of striking unions, nor by any evidence now before the public. These are proper questions for the State Labor Commissioners . . . We have no means of knowing whether the charges made by some of their former car-men are true, and it is surprising that many journals and some city officers, with no better information than ours, express passionate opinions on the subject. All such questions may be held in reserve for the present, in view of the serious crisis, involving the civil order of a great city, which has followed the strike, and which presents other issues vital to our national welfare, and to the safety of civilization itself.
C. Milwaukee Evening (Wisconsin): The question at issue now in Brooklyn has ceased to be a question of the rights or wrongs of the street railway strikers, and has become a question of whether or not the laws shall be enforced to preserve the public peace.
D. Editorial, Brooklyn Eagle (Jan. 21, 1895): A great advance has been made when the president of a large corporation asserts that the corporation has some rights which it can insist upon. It has been common for the unions to do the insisting and they have acted as if business enterprises were undertaken solely for their benefit . . . The members of the unions have been in the habit of declaring that their employers must pay them wages at a fixed rate, regardless of the state of trade, and that they must have a certain number of hours for lunch and for sleep at the time which suits them, regardless of the demands made upon the business in which they are engaged. They say that business is conducted for the purpose of paying them wage and that it must be managed for their convenience rather than to secure a return upon the money invested.
If the business of the road will not warrant their employment they should be discharged. The president of the corporation has no right to waste the money of which he is one of the trustees. If the men decide to strike, thus discharging themselves, they will make their folly complete. 
E. Providence Journal (Indiana): It would appear from the comparative quiet in Brooklyn yesterday that the worst of the strike is over and that the next few days will be marked by the rather rapid petering out of the insolent endeavors of the strikers to win a victory by intimidation and violence. It was a hopeless endeavor . . . from the start, and the surprising fact is that workingmen . . . (T)he moment violence and lawlessness are resorted to, the end of the strike is close at hand and the failure of the strike is certain.

F. Chicago Times (Illinois): The fundamental trouble is not in the strike itself . . . The fault lies in the fact that a community through its corporate authorities has given away rights of the public . . . in order that greedy, merciless corporations, . . . shall increase the profits . . . by reducing the labor employed to the minimum of wage and the maximum of hours, and when men thus unjustly treated cry out tumultuously about their wrongs the greedy monopolist, hiding himself from the public view, gains for his protection the militia, which appears ostensibly for the preservation of the public peace but really as the armed agent of a tyrannous corporation.

