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T

en years on from when Getting out of
the Hotels (GOOTH) started, we were
back in Chicago in August 2018. Having reached out to a number of local community organizations, we settled on doing the Illinois Labor History Society’s (ILHS) Haymarket
Tour to get us out of the hotels.
Given the weather on the day —it was
hot!— we opted to gather in the shade of
Millennium Park for a talk, infused with performances of labor folk songs, on: Chicago’s
rich labor history; the origins of international
labor day; the role of women, including the
significant role Black women played in the
labor rights movement; and how the ILHS
works with international groups to keep that
history alive. The folk songs brought historical context to our conversation, as we were
reminded that, in the early days of the labor
movement, literacy was not common, such
that folk songs were the means through
which to share news and ideas.
To give you a sense of some of what we
learned, we thought it best to let Professor
William Adelmam (Institute of Labor and
Industrial Relations, University of Illinois-Chicago, and Founder and Vice President of the
ILHS) tell the story of the Haymarket Affair in
his own words. The text that follows was published in the ILHS’ The Day Will Come: Honor-

ing Our Working Class Heroes (2011), a copy of
which was provided to all 34 GOOTH participants:
No single event has influenced the history of
labor in Illinois, the United States, and even the
world, more than the Chicago Haymarket Affair.
It began with a rally on May 4, 1886, but the con-

for the eight-hour day. This wasn’t a particularly
radical idea since both Illinois workers and federal employees were supposed to have been covered by an eight-hour day law since 1867. The
problem was that the federal government failed
to enforce its own law, and, in Illinois, employers
forced workers to sign waivers of the law as a

sequences are still being felt today. Although the
rally is included in US history textbooks, very few
present the event accurately or point out its significance.
To understand what happened at Haymarket, it is necessary to go back to the summer of
1884 when the Federation of Organized Trades
and Labor Unions, the predecessor of the American Federation of Labor, called for May 1, 1886,
to be the beginning of a nationwide movement

condition of employment.
With two years to plan, the organized labor
movement in Chicago and throughout Illinois
sent out questionnaires to employers to see how
they felt about shorter hours and other issues, including child labor. Songs were written like “the
Eight Hour Day” (available on American Industrial Ballads, Folkways, FH 5251); everywhere slogans were heard like “Eight Hours for Work, Eight
Hours for Rest, Eight Hours for What We Will!” or
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“Shortening the Hours Increase the Pay”.
Two of the organizers of these demonstrations were Lucy and Albert Parsons. Lucy had
been born a slave in Texas about 1853. Her heritage was African-American, Native American
and Mexican. She worked for the Freedman’s
Bureau after the Civil War. After her marriage to
Albert, they moved to Chicago, where she turned
her attention to writing and organizing women
sewing workers. Albert was a printer, a member
of the Knights of Labor, editor of the labor paper
The Alarm, and one of the founders of the Chicago Trades and Labor Assembly.
On Sunday, May 2, Albert went to Ohio to organize rallies there, while Lucy and others staged
another peaceful march of 35,000 workers. But,
on Monday, May 3, the peaceful scene turned
violent when the Chicago police attacked and
killed picketing workers at the McCormick Reaper Plant at Western and Blue Island Avenues. This
attack by police provoked a protest meeting,
which was planned for Haymarket Square on
the evening of Tuesday, May 4. Very few textbooks provide a thorough explanation of the
events that led to Haymarket, nor do they mention that the pro-labor mayor of Chicago, Carter
Harrison, gave permission for the meeting.
Most speakers failed to appear. Instead of
starting at 7:30, the meeting was delayed for

about an hour. Instead of the expected 20,000
people, fewer than 2,500 attended. Two substitute speakers ran over to Haymarket Square
at the last minute. They had been attending a
meeting of sewing workers organized by Lucy
Parsons and her fellow labor organizer, Lizzie
Holmes, of Geneva, Illinois. These last minute
speakers were Albert Parsons, just returned from
Ohio, and Samuel Fielden, an English-born
Methodist lay preacher who worked in the labor
movement.
The Haymarket meeting was almost over
and only about two hundred people remained
when they were attacked by 176 policemen
carrying Winchester repeater rifles. Fielden was
speaking; even Lucy and Albert Parsons had left
because it was beginning to rain. Then someone,

unknown to this day, threw the first dynamite
bomb ever used in peacetime history of the United States. The police panicked, and, in the darkness, many shot at their own men. Eventually,
seven policemen died, only one directly accountable to the bomb. Four workers were also killed,
but few textbooks bother to mention this fact.
The next day, martial law was declared, not
just in Chicago but throughout the nation. Anti-labor governments around the world used
the Chicago incident to crush local union movements. In Chicago, labor leaders were rounded
up, houses were entered without search warrants, and union newspapers were closed down.
Eventually, eight men, representing a cross section of the labor movement, were selected to be
tried. Among them were Fielden, Parsons and a
young carpenter named Louis Lingg, who was
accused of throwing the bomb. Lingg had witnesses to prove he was over a mile away at the
time. The two-month-long trial ranks as one of
the most notorious in American history. The Chicago Tribune even offered to pay money to the
jury if it found the eight men guilty.
On August 20, 1886, the jury reported its verdict of guilty with the death penalty by hanging
for seven of the Haymarket Eight, and 15 years of
hard labor for [Oscar] Neebe. On November 10,
the day before the execution, Samuel Gompers
came from Washington to appeal to Gover-
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nor Oglesby for the last time. The national and
worldwide pressure did finally force the Governor to change the sentences of Samuel Fielden
and Michael Schwab to imprisonment for life.
Although 5 of the 8 were still to be hanged the
next day, on the morning of November 10, Louis
Lingg was found in his cell, his head half blown
away by a dynamite cap. The entire event was
most mysterious, since Lingg was hoping to
receive a pardon that very day. Adolph Fischer,
George Engel, Albert Parsons and August Spies
were hanged on November 11, 1887. In June of
1893, Governor John P. Altgeld pardoned the 3
men still alive and condemned the entire judicial
system that had allowed this injustice.
The real issues of the Haymarket Affair were
freedom of speech, freedom of the press, the
right to free assembly, the right to a fair trial by a
jury of peers, and the right of workers to organize
and fight for things like the eight-hour day.
While textbooks tell about the bomb, they
fail to mention the reason for the meeting or
what happened afterwards. Some books even
fail to mention the fact that many of those

who were tried were not even at the Haymarket
meeting, but were arrested simply because they
were union organizers. Sadly, these rights have
been abridged many times in American history.
During the civil rights marches of the 1960’s, the
anti-Vietnam war demonstrations, and the 1968
Democratic National Convention, we saw similar violations to US constitutional rights.
The Haymarket Affair took on a worldwide
dimension in July 1889, when a delegate from
the American Federation of Labor recommended at a labor conference in Paris that May 1 be
set aside as International Labor Day in memory of the Haymarket martyrs and the injustice
of the Haymarket Affair. Today, in almost every
major industrial nation, May Day is Labor Day.
Even Great Britain and Israel have passed legislation in recent years declaring this date a national
holiday.
For years, half of the American Labor movement observed May 1 as Labor Day, while the
other half observed the first Monday in September. After the Russian Revolution, the May 1
date was mistakenly associated with commu-

nism, and, in a protest against Soviet policy, May
1 was first proclaimed Law Day in the 1960’s.
The year 1986 marked the centennial of
the Eight-Hour-Day movement and the Haymarket Affair. Folk singer Pete Seeger and a
group called “The People Yes,” named after
Sandburg’s volume of poems by that name,
planned a nationwide celebration. This event
offered teachers a unique opportunity to
teach the facts about Haymarket and to correct the distortions and inaccuracies in textbooks.
You can find resources related to the
Haymarket Affair here, along with other
labor history education/resources here, on
the ILHS website.
Altogether, as a token of our collective
appreciation, we donated $900 to the ILHS,
which money came from the registration
fee paid by participants.
We now turn our focus to AOM 2019,
and organizing GOOTH in Boston. If you
have any ideas, please feel free to share
them with us.
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