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Abstract

Dissatisfaction characterized labor relations in the steel industry
early in the twentieth century. The struggle for recognition by union
organizers and determination by steel company owners to retain
exclusive authority in business decisions relating to employees
manifested itself through strikes and lockouts. These often-violent
encounters left management and labor determined to impose their will
upon the other. Conditions in Youngstown reflected industrial
nationwide norm. Youngstown Sheet & Tube was one of the dominant
steel making concerns and employers in the Mahoning Valley. Decisions
made by Sheet & Tube affected thousands of steel workers and their
families. In an attempt to stabilize a sizeable immigrant labor pool, Sheet
& Tube changed the built environment in the Valley through company
housing. It also sought to improve health and living conditions through
construction of a state of the art hospital and creation of welfare, social
and recreational programs. The one issue company President Campbell,
along with other industrial leaders would not compromise was that of
recognition of unionization in their industry. The refusal to recognize the
collective bargaining power of organized labor in negotiating wages,
hours and working conditions contributed to two significant strikes
between 1916 and 1920. The strike and riot in 1916 résulted in several
deaths and major property damage. The 1919 strike was in concert with

a nation-wide effort to force union recognition by the industry.



Introduction

Against the backdrop of World War I in Europe, another battle
simmered in major industrial American cities early in the twentieth
century. A weakened coalition of labor movements sought to regain a
foothold in the organization of the vast pool of American steel workers.
Faced with relentless and unified opposition from industrial leaders, the
American Federation of Labor eagerly participated in local rifts that
occurred between management and workers.

As the war in Europe intensified, and orders for military steel
swelled, worker discontent manifested itself in many isolated
disturbances. One incident that occurred in 1916 at Youngstown, Ohio
reverberated throughout the industry and was, along with a series of
other strikes, instrumental in fundamental changes in the relationship
between big steel corporations and their workers. The dispute that
originated with employees of Republic Iron and Steel expanded to
Youngstown Sheet and Tube workers and ended with a violent riot that
destroyed the entire business district of the village of East Youngstown.
Several deaths and multiple injuries resulted, in addition to over a
million dollars worth of property loss. The level of the violence and
damage commanded the attention of the industry and the public alike,
with sensationalized headlines in newspapers across the country. Before
the embers cooled, the search for who was responsible for the

destruction began. Community leaders expressed outrage at the drunken



excesses of uneducated immigrants. There were hints that foreign
espionage related to the war may have played a part. Blamed too were
outside union agitators, rumored to have been circulating among local
strikers. In addition, the local American Federation of Labor organizer
blamed Youngstown Sheet and Tube for orchestrating the strike to
depress stock prices.

The sweeping investigation that followed resulted in a grand jury
report that was highly critical of the companies involved and local
officials, who it labeled incompetent. The Mahoning County grand jury
indicted Judge Elbert Gary, U. S. Steel, Youngstown Sheet & Tube,
Republic Iron and Steel, Brier Hill Steel Company, Youngstown Iron and
Steel, and the Carnegie Steel Company for wage fixing. This indictment
brought questions into focus about industry-wide wage and pricing
procedures as well as working conditions. The 1916 strike and riot in
East Youngstown and subsequent investigation brought to the forefront
the simmering issue of how best to integrate the vast numbers of non-
English speaking workers who labored in the steel industry into
mainstream society.

The social welfare programs, Americanization efforts and employee
representation plans that resulted from the steel industry’s
determination to avoid unionization cost the industry countless dollars,
but improved living and, to a lesser extent, working conditions for its

employees. Post World War I unrest, however, revealed that underlying



problems remained in the relationship between management and worker.
The twelve-hour day and substandard wages bred discontent. In
addition, the attitude of immigrant workers had transformed during the
war. Fully participating in sacrifices, having worked long hours, bought
Liberty bonds, served in the military and generally participated in the
fight for democracy, they were not content to return to pre-war servitude.
Encouraged by gains made during the war and a less hostile president,
union organization tackled the previously intractable steel industry for
organization in 1919. Embraced beyond organizers’ wildest expectations,
workers signed on en masse. The groundswell of participation soon
overtook the leaders who sought to control it and the mass of new
members demanded concrete action to back up promises made by union
organizers. The resulting 1919 steel strike and subsequent defeat of the
organized labor occurred despite passionate enthusiasm and near 100
percent participation by Mahoning Valley steelworkers. Lack of
organization and funding on the part of the National Committee for the
Organization of Steel Workers coupled with intense resistance from the
industry doomed the effort.

The industry used residual public anxiety from World War I to
label the movement ‘Bolshevik’ or ‘red,” and characterized it as un-
American. The industrial leaders also applied pressure on local officials
to restrict access to public halls and refuse permits for meetings for

organizational purposes. In many areas, the press was biased and



reported sensational rumors as fact. It would be more than twenty years
and several more bitter strikes before the steel industry recognized union
representation for their workers.

Early in the nineteenth century, the Mahoning Valley seemed an
unlikely location for the major industrial center that it would later
become. Located miles from Lake Erie and the Ohio River, this mainly
agricultural area lacked population and significant water transportation
necessary to access raw material and distribute finished product.
However, the Youngstown region became one of two distinct districts that
developed in the Ohio region between roughly 1890 and 1920.

With the desire for complex, integrated iron and steel making
facilities, large flat sites with ready access to a significant volume of
process water became desirable. As a result, mills dotted the Lake Erie
shoreline between Lorain and Buffalo. Production in this region
increased from 230,000 tons of iron in 1890 to 1,085,000 tons by 1900.
Between 1888 and 1898, Buffalo grew from no production at all to
250,000 tons of iron and steel. Much of this new production was for
merchant iron that supplied local foundries or the local manufacturers
shipped it to locations short on pig iron. This supply of local iron

encouraged the development of steel-finishing facilities along the



shoreline as well. Eventually, the early twentieth century found most of
the premium sites along the Great Lake shoreline occupied.!

Prospects for the development of the Mahoning and Shenango
Valleys had yet to be determined in the nineteenth century. Despite the
lack of reliable water transportation, early iron makers did have access to
local iron ore as well as limestone and timber for charcoal production.
James and Daniel Heaton built the first blast furnace in the region in
1802 on the Yellow Creek, a tributary of the Mahoning River. The
Hopewell Furnace produced two to three tons of iron per week.?2 While
the iron industry did not flourish, it experienced slow growth over the
next several decades. The discovery of black band iron ore and
bituminous coal in the mid-nineteenth century invigorated pig iron
production and the construction of new blast furnaces in the Valley. In
addition, the development of an extensive railway system made the
importation of raw materials and distribution of finished product easier.
By 1875, twenty-one furnaces operated in the Valley, with a capacity of
almost 200,000 tons per year, marking the region a major producer of
iron and steel products.3

As local resources dwindled, better grade ore became available and

desirable. By 1879, Lake Superior or Canadian mines supplied fully

1 William T. Hogan, Economic History of the Iron and Steel Industry in the United
States, (London: Lexington Books; D. C. Heath and Company, 1971), 1: 183-210.

2 James G. Butler, History of Youngstown and the Mahoning Valley (Chicago and
New York: American Historical Society. 1921). Vol.1 660.

3 Butler, 668.



eighty-four percent of the ore used in production in the Mahoning Valley.
The area also lacked sufficient raw coal necessary to increase production
enough to be competitive. Freight costs alone also placed valley
manufacturers at a distinct disadvantage. In addition, competition
between Valley firms kept selling prices low, despite higher shipping
costs. In order to thrive, the Mahoning Valley producers either needed to
further reduce production costs or retain their own iron and process it to
a more finished product, thereby covering the cost of importing raw
materials. Lacking the necessary influence to persuade the railways to
reduce shipping costs, Valley manufacturers looked to steel making,
particularly specialized products not readily available through many
mass production outlets.4

The iron and steel industry, as a whole, experienced an important
transition late in the nineteenth century as the consumer’s appetite for
steel increased and for iron waned. At the same time, processes for the
mass production of steel were easily adapted to mechanization, in
contrast to wrought iron that was unyieldingly labor intensive and
dominated by skilled artisans. Due to the inventiveness of steel-makers,
production of steel outpaced that of iron by the late 1890s. While Valley
manufacturers generally followed the industry-wide trend and
transitioned away from painstakingly slow iron production to modern

steel making techniques, they retained enough puddling mills to produce

4 Kenneth Warren, The American Steel Industry 1850-1970; A Geographical
Interpretation,(Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1973), 170-175.
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specialty products. The more flexible steel-making process lent itself to a
score of innovative mechanized processes. In the blast furnace
operations, freight cars that hauled raw materials emptied into the
furnace by huge mechanized dumpers instead of by hand. Later, skip
hoists hauled raw material to the furnace top and filled the stacks
automatically. Ladle cars hauled hot slag. As automation increased the
scale of operating furnaces, production increased. By 1920, Valley
manufacturers turned out more than four million tons of product
annually®

Local executives, city officials and members of the press
enthusiastically welcomed the incorporation of Youngstown Iron Sheet
and Tube Company on November 22, 1900. With the formation of the
company came the anticipation of building the industry’s’ most modern
and technologically advanced facility, and community leaders recognized
the potential to the Valley economy. Led by local industrialists George D.
Wick and James A. Campbell, the investors were a consortium of
prominent businessmen. Those who contributed to the initial $600,000
investment included seven members of the influential Wick family, H.H.,
John and George Stambaugh, members of the Tod family, Hitchcocks,
Fords, W.A. Beecher, W. Scott Bonnell, and Joseph G. Butler Jr.

In addition to the financial backing of the established business

community, the venture had a sound foundation with many of the

5 Butler, 669-670.



investors already experienced iron and steel men. Wick had formerly
been associated with Republic Iron and Steel, and the Bonnell,
Stambaugh, Tod, Hitchcock and Butler families all had similar ties to the
iron and steel industry.® Campbell had been general superintendent,
first at Trumbull Iron Company in Warren, then at Mahoning Valley Iron
Company in Youngstown, and finally district manager for Republic Iron
and Steel.

When Campbell replaced Wick as Sheet and Tube president in
1904, he provided the blueprint for the future development of the
company. Campbell was close friends with Elbert Gary, president of the
U.S. Steel Corporation and they shared the philosophy of investment
bankers such as J.P. Morgan that the industry needed to control
production and formulate minimum price levels in order to stabilize
profits and stock value. Campbell also emulated Andrew Carnegie, whose
pioneering empire had combined integration of iron and steel processes,
production, and raw material in sourcing, which resulted in cost control
and increased profit. 7 Campbell reflected this philosophy in an
aggressive campaign of acquisition and development, initiated from the

beginning.

6 “Million Dollar Mill To Be Built,” The Youngstown Daily Vindicator,. 22
November 1900 3.

7 Frederick J. Blue, William D. Jenkins, Mahoning Memories (Youngstown:
Youngstown State University, 1995), 94-95,



The site for the new facility sat on three hundred acres in East
Youngstown, flatland adjacent to the Mahoning River. Original
construction proposals called for a modest plant with the capacity to
manufacture iron sheets and pipes. However, the completed facility
greatly expanded; it consisted of fifteen double puddling furnaces, a
muck bar mill, skelp mill, three tube mills and six sheet mills. 8

Production commenced in 1901 with Pickands Mathers &
Company in Cleveland providing the iron ore. In 1902, YSI&T acquired
the “Little Alice” blast furnace in Sharpsville, Pennsylvania from
Pickands Mathers. The company paid $300,000 in common stock for the
furnace, providing members of the established Pickands Company with a
financial interest in the company.® The relationship between the two
companies was the first in a score of business affiliations for the Sheet
and Tube. Whether the association was a shrewd business move or
chance, it was key in the development of Youngstown Sheet and Tube.

James Pickands and Samuel Mathers formed their partnership in
1883. Pickands Mathers & Company originally advertised itself as simply
dealers in pig iron and iron ore, but the founders had deep roots in the
Great lake shipping and mining industry. From the beginning, they had
a diverse operation and the company business evolved into the

management of lands, mines, ships, docks, and the marketing of huge

8 Butler, Vol I, 701.
9 50 Years In Steel: The Story of The Youngstown Sheet and Tube Company
(Youngstown, Ohio: The Youngstown Sheet and Tube Company. 1950), 5-6.

9



volumes of iron ore, pig iron, coal, coke and other metals. In 1913,
Pickands Mathers organized the Interlake Steamship Company, which
became the second largest steamship operation on the Great Lakes.!¢
The association with Pickand Mathers provided Youngstown Sheet and
Tube vital in-house shipping and raw material capability and an infusion
of much needed capital.

Sheet & Tube quickly became a fundamental component in the
local economy, with a dizzying array of affiliations. From its incorporation
in 1900, the company embarked on a furious, aggressive and continuous
course of expansion. By 1904, production stood at about 1,000 tons
daily. In 1905, the company built a Bessemer steel plant to provide
material for sheet and tube mills and the company dropped the word
“iron” from its name, reflecting the shift in production. Two 500-ton
blast furnaces added in 1908 provided an internal supply of pig iron for
steel production, material previously acquired from outside sources. The
addition of ten double puddling furnaces indicates that YS&T continued
extensive production of specialty iron products despite the steadily
growing domination of steel. Specialty iron, not broadly available through
the mass production of the Pittsburgh and Lakeshore steel producers
commanded a price that would cover the higher shipping charges that
the Youngstown producers faced. The addition of eight sheet mills and

six tube mills, along with improvements to the power plants further

10 Walter Havighurst, Vein of Iron: The Pickands Mathers Story (Cleveland: World
Publishing Company, 1958), 35-37.
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increased efficiency. Three years later the company built machine shops,
pumping stations, another sheet mill, and other production related
facilities. In 1912 and 1913, an open-hearth steel plant was constructed
and the company acquired additional holdings in iron ore and other raw
materials, furthering the company’s goal of self-sufficiency.!!

The prospects for lucrative war contracts and an overall surge in
the demand for domestic steel provided incentive for the most extensive
expansion program to date for YS&T in 1915-1916. The company
allocated five million dollars to construct a fourth blast furnace, bar mill,
sizing mill, three 100 ton open hearth furnaces, coke plant, pickling
building, administration building, and laboratory. This program
increased the company’s existing capacity, expanded the product line,
and further integrated production processes on-site. 12

The acquisition of the Andrews & Hitchcock Iron Company in 1916
complemented the existing facility. Andrews & Hitchcock had been a
major Valley producer of pig iron for more than fifty years with two
furnaces located in Hubbard, Ohio, about six miles northeast of
Youngstown. The addition of the Andrews facilities provided even more
self-sufficiency for YS&T. The capacity to produce pig iron allowed Sheet
and Tube independence from market conditions for steel-producing raw

material. In addition to the local facilities, the acquisition also included

11 Butler, Vol.1, 702.
12 “Youngstown Sheet and Tube Co. Completes Important Improvements.” The
Iron Trade Review (16 January 1916): 100-101.
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over eleven hundred acres of undeveloped coalfields in Green County
Pennsylvania. Perhaps even more important was that with the purchase
of Andrews & Hitchcock, YS&T also obtained a twelve percent interest in
the Mahoning Ore Co., which held a lease to the Mahoning mine on the
Mesabi Range. The Mahoning mine, later, the Mahoning-Hull-Rust open
pit mine, was one of the Mesabi’s most substantial suppliers of iron ore,
shipping more than two million tons in 1915.13 By 1917 the Sheet and
Tube was a fully integrated, self-sufficient industrial behemoth, with
assets worth nearly ninety eight million dollars. Net profit for the year
nearly doubled from 1916; $30,554,313 up from $16,741.502.14

Labor organizations whose traditions meshed with Sheet & Tube’s
early production processes had securely established themselves in the
iron industry by the mid-nineteenth century, Trade unions such as the
Sons of Vulcan, the Heaters and Rollers Union, and the Roll Hands
Union combined in 1876 to form the Amalgamated Association of Iron
and Steel Workers. This organization successfully represented the
majority of skilled iron makers in the late nineteenth century in plants
located west of the Alleghenies. At the height of its strength, the
Amalgamated represented more than 24,000 members, almost two thirds
of those eligible. It did not hesitate to use its considerable power to

provide the membership with protection. Agreements between the union

13 “Buys Andrews & Hitchcock Interests.” The Iron Trade Review. (13 April
1916): 803.
14 “Large Profits,” The Iron Trade Review, (14 February 1918):1173.
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and management contained pages of details that defined and limited the
job description of members.

As the industry transitioned from producing predominately iron to
focusing on steel making, the Amalgamated experienced mixed success
in securing a foothold in the developing departments. The Amalgamated
scrambled to adjust to changing technology and to find ways to remain
relevant. Historically, the union and management relied on static factors
such as tonnage output as the basis of a standardized wage scale. An
unequal adaptation of new steel making technology between companies
resulted in a modification of the traditional wage setting formula; each
steel mill negotiated separately for local rates.

The Amalgamated additionally offered concessions in an effort to
adapt to industrial changes; they acknowledged that increased
production achieved by mechanical improvements would necessitate
wage adjustments. They left the determination of hours to employers,
and dropped the principle of output limitations used to protect the
ironworkers.!5 Despite concessions made by the Amalgamated, union
representation continued to be a serious and unending source of
irritation to industrial management, who considered it an impediment of
economic efficiency.

The great steel magnates, led by Carnegie and Gary, banded

together to effectively cripple union influence on working conditions,

15 David Brody, Steelworkers in America: The Nonunion Era (Cambridge, Ma.:
Harvard University Press, 1960). 50-55.
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wages and shift duration. The huge steel making conglomerates were
able to shift orders from union represented plants to non-union,
effectively starving out workers at the union mills. In 1892, the
Carnegie’s Homestead plant locked workers out after failing to come to
terms over adjustments in wages. The official issue was the distribution
of earnings gained by plant improvements. In reality, the company
sought a showdown in an effort to rid itself of the Amalgamated. In June,
after the placement of barbed wire topped fences and stockpiling of
product, the company offered a contract and an ultimatum. If not
approved by the June 24th, stated superintendent Henry Frick, there
would be no further negotiations, and the shop would go non-union. The
deadline passed and on July 1%t, the plant shut down. Frick planned to
re-open on July 6%, and contracted three hundred Pinkerton guards to
fortify the mill. As the Pinkertons attempted to enter the works, strikers
met them, determined to keep them out. The violence that ensued left
several dead and provided steel men the principle upon which the
industry based its rejection of unionization; that of property rights. Later
Frick said, “The question at issue is a very grave one. It is whether the
Carnegie Company or the Amalgamated Association shall have absolute
control of our plant...Under no circumstances will we have any further

dealings with the Amalgamated Association.” 16

16 Brody, Steelworkers in America,52-56.
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In addition, internal disputes among unions weakened labor’s
influence. The Puddlers comprised one of the most skilled traditional iron
working positions in the mill. They possessed skill acquired after years of
experience. Prior to industrial changeover to steelmaking, through
Amalgamated negotiated contracts, puddlers earned acceptable wages
and enjoyed the status befitting skilled labor. However, in 1907, puddlers
became dissatisfied with the representation provided by the
Amalgamated and withdrew; they reverted to the name of the old
puddler’s union, the Sons of Vulcan. A serious schism resulted between
the groups at the Lockhart Iron and Steel Company of McKees Rocks
Pennsylvania. Lockhart recognized the new union, but when the Sons of
Vulcan struck for a significant wage increase, Lockhart replaced them
with Amalgamated workers. The violent conflict that followed further
deteriorated an already weakened organization.1?

Youngstown Sheet and Tube declared an open shop in November
1913 after an on-going dispute with the United Sons of Vulcan who
represented the puddlers. In September, the puddlers requested the rate
of seven dollars per ton, a figure that the Sheet and Tube would not
meet. At the same time, another major manufacturer, the A.M. Byers
Company, with mills in Pittsburg and Girard, made a similar
announcement, dislodging the union. It was an inopportune time for

labor to take a definitive stand, since the puddling mills of Sheet and

17 Brody, Steelworkers in America, 74.
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Tube had been idle since June. At the same time, Republic Iron and Steel
Company announced plans to shut down its puddling furnaces and
rolling mills in the Mahoning Valley and only produce bar iron at its’
facilities in Chicago. 18

By 1917, the Youngstown district had overtaken Allegheny County
in total production of pig iron, and was competitive in the production of
steel and rolled products. In addition, Youngstown edged Allegheny in
the number of active blast furnaces. !9 The steel industry dominated the
Mahoning Valley economy; company executives were local business,
social and civic leaders. The influence of James A. Campbell, President of
Sheet & Tube was evident in the community. He was president of the
Mahoning County Chamber of Commerce, War Chest and Community
Corporation, director of the American Iron & Steel Institute, Mahoning
Ore and Steel Company, First National Bank of Youngstown, and Dollar
Savings Bank. 20 The village of East Youngstown was later re-named
Campbell in honor of the Sheet & Tube’s president.

Still visible in the geography of the city of Youngstown is the affect
of the steel industry. Wealthy company owners built lavish mansions on
the hill directly north of downtown along Fifth, Belmont and Logan

Avenues.

18 “Declares Open Shop: Youngstown Sheet & Tube Company Breaks with Sons
of Vulcan,” The Iron Trade Review (12 November 1913): 848.

19 Butler, Vol. 1. 700.

20 Butler, Vol. 2. 4.

16



These neighborhoods retained exclusivity through land covenants
and sheer expense. Those in upper and mid-management levels
emulated mill owners by constructing smaller, less elaborate homes a
few blocks in from main avenues. Working class neighborhoods sprouted
and flourished in subdivisions along streetcar rails that provided access
to the workplace. The masses of immigrant labor utilized by steel
manufacturers located along the lowlands near the mills. Many of
eastern European background found their way to the village of East
Youngstown.

Population statistics demonstrate the extraordinary effect that the
incoming labor force had upon the city near the turn of the century. In
1900, Youngstown had 45,000 residents; by the beginning of the 1930s,
it had ballooned to 170,000. The numbers for East Youngstown were
equally impressive. City Directories show the population for the village at
500 in 1900; by 1910, it had grown to 5,000 and by 1920, there were
11,000 residents.?2! Many of those that poured ‘into the area were
immigrant workers from Italy, and Eastern Europe. These workers
seeking jobs in the iron and steel industry faced bleak living conditions
and a harsh working environment. Enticed by the prospect of relatively
high wages, (compared to their native country), and steady employment

they arrived intending, in many cases, to stay a short time. Many were

21 Youngstown City Directories. 1900-1920.
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single men who planned to earn money quickly and return home to
purchase property.22

Those who did not intend to stay initially had no reason to make
emotional or economic investments in their environment. Many lived in
primitive boarding houses, others in rundown shacks in undesirable
sections of the city. The unskilled labor lived close enough to the noise,
smell and smoke of the mill to walk to work. Conditions in Youngstown
were typical of many burgeoning industrial cities. Pittsburgh, Gary, and
Johnstown all had their own version of tenement living conditions.
Usually the area lacked such basic services as water and sewage. East
Youngstown gained an early reputation as a rough area with a
disproportionate number of saloons. An article by the investigative
journalist John Fitch, who had previously participated in a path-
breaking survey of social and industrial conditions in Pittsburgh,
described the community in 1916:

As East Youngstown is a village of more recent origin, one

need not be surprised, perhaps, at the lack of sewers and

running water...But the mud of the unpaved streets of that

desolated <sic> village-mud nearly hub deep...seems

somehow to be symbolic of the community’s civic

development and its regard for human values.23

This sentiment reflected the discomfort that many established

Americans felt toward the large number of immigrants that entered

industrial cities in the early decades of the twentieth century. The war in

22 Blue, Jenkins, 102.
23 John Fitch, “Arson and American Citizenship: East Youngstown and the
Aliens Who Set the Fire,” Survey (22 January 1916): 479.
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Europe dominated newspapers articles, socialism threatened the
American way of life and many middle class citizens related more readily
to wealthy industrial benefactors than to poor, uneducated laborers who
could not speak English. Therefore, an uneasy balance existed between
the desire to be socially charitable to new immigrants and the desire to
protect oneself from a nebulous threat.

The social division between English-speaking workers and those of
foreign heritage was a significant factor in the mills as well. The native-
born disdained the positions often filled by immigrants, and preferred
unemployment rather than to be associated with these jobs. Native-born
workers used derogatory terms such as “Hunkies” or “Dagos” to refer to
immigrants and considered them to be of below average intelligence. The
English speakers were anxious to disassociate themselves from the
laborers. A tentative attempt by the AFL in 1912 to incorporate
immigrant workers into the organization resulted in the estrangement of
the native born.24 Youngstown Sheet and Tube fully utilized the
immigrant workforce. Of common labor employed at the mill by 1915,
ninety one percent were of foreign descent as were seventy-one percent of

skilled positions. 25

24 David Brody, Labor in Crisis: The Steel Strike of 1919 (Urbana: University of
Illinois Press, 1987), 42-43.

25 Raymond Boryczka and Lorin Lee Cary, No Strength Without Union: An
Illustrated History of Ohio Workers 1803-1980 (Columbus: Ohio Historical Society,
1982), 235.
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Changes in steel making techniques paralleled the changing faces
in the mills. For generations, iron and steel making required an expertise
born of experience. Artisanship was the crucial element in the
relationship between employer and employee. This skill formed the basis
of the unions that developed and the dependency of the company upon
the worker to keep production going was the worker’s strength. As
technology advanced, the number of skilled workers required for
production lessened and the demand for unskilled, low-paid laborers
increased. The unskilled positions consisted of the dirtiest, most
unpleasant and dangerous jobs. Although its contemporaries considered
Youngstown Sheet and Tube progressive, working conditions were
extremely hazardous. One local steel mill superintendent summed up
industrial philosophy to Dr. William Hudnot, pastor of the First
Presbyterian Church in a tour of the plant: “We work them out, and then
get in a new batch.”26 The immigrant labor pool was immense early in
the twentieth century. Labor relations between Mahoning Valley steel
manufacturers and workers were typical. Reports of labor dissatisfaction
and strikes were common around the turn of the century.

In June 1882, Senator John T. Morgan of Alabama said in an
address that he advocated the appointment of a committee to investigate
labor unrest because there were, at that time, 100,000 men on strike in

the United States, including 700 steel workers at Homestead,

26 Quoted in Blue and Jenkins, 103-104.
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Pennsylvania. This strike lasted until September, when members of the
Amalgamated returned to work without gains due to an alliance of nearly
all of the iron manufacturers west of the Alleghenies. 27

Violence was common; in 1906, gunfire resulted from a clash
between union structural ironworkers striking in East Youngstown and
replacement workers.28 The strike and riot that rocked the area ten years
later had its origin in the disruption of the balance of the supply and
demand of labor, the stability of the immigrant labor pool and
dissatisfaction with wages, hours and conditions by the workers.

As early as June 1915, analysts predicted a shortage of labor for
the steel industry, due to restrictions on immigration from Europe.
Manufacturers took the prediction seriously, and upped the rate of
mechanization and increased their production. Companies would not
commit to smaller domestic steel orders, and delivery for large military
related orders ran at least six months behind. To accommodate the
pending steel orders, production of pig iron increased substantially, it
went up more than one hundred thousand tons nationally in June from
May. The squeeze on production resulted in higher prices for steel
products.2® The labor shortage became a reality as production rose to

capacity. The demand for steel experienced a spike in 1915, prompted, in

27 Congressional Record, 47t Congress, Vol. 13, Part 5, p. 161. quoted in John
Fitch, The Steel Workers (New York: Charities Publication Committee, 1911), 108.

28 “Shots Fired: Clash Between Union and Non-Union Structural Iron Workers,”
Youngstown Daily Vindicator, 21 May 1906, 2.
_ 29 “Steel Trade fears a Labor Shortage,” Special to the New York Times, New York
Times, 11 July 1915, X9.
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part, by orders for the construction of six ships contracted for Atlantic
Coast service in October alone. The Coastwise Transportation Company
in New York also placed orders for seven new vessels in a six-month
period. At the same time, the railroad industry had large orders for steel
plates and rails waiting for production.

In addition to American companies, Russian and French railways
were in the market for thousands of tons of steel products. Although the
British War Department had intended to contract war materials through
Canada, David Thomas, head of the department, was reported as saying
that Canadian mills were less reliable and more expensive than
American. Orders for combat shells totaled over two hundred fifty million
dollars by October, with larger orders pending. As orders fell behind,
prices continued to rise.30

The demand for bar steel for the production of shrapnel further
strained Valley manufacturers’ production lines. Estimates for orders
totaling over half a million tons of round billets were reported mid
December. Nationwide, American steel manufacturers exported almost
fifteen tons of shell steel to Europe weekly.3! As military orders poured
in for war related material, it became apparent that local production was

unable to keep pace with demand.

30 “Steel Contracts Cannot Be Filled,” Special to the New York Times, New York
Times, 24 October, 1915. S5.
31 “Steel Demand,” Youngstown Daily Vindicator, 18 December, 1915. 2.
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The 1916 Strike and Aftermath

By December 1915, Valley mills were running production at full
capacity for months. Sheet and Tube experienced record-breaking
production in all departments. Therefore, it rushed construction of three
new open-hearth furnaces. ! Even so, production was unable to keep
pace with orders and on December 19th, an overtime schedule was
posted in the skelp, open hearth, blooming mill and Bessemer
departments of Youngstown Sheet and Tube. 2

Local papers first reported on the steel strike on December 28,
19185. Initially, pipe fitters employed by Republic Iron & Steel Company
struck, seeking a wage increase that would restore them to the level
before concessions given the preceding February. At the same time,
unskilled laborers employed in the tube mills walked out over working
conditions and wages. Republic, like Sheet and Tube, operated on an
open shop basis. Three years previously, they established a pay scale for
unskilled laborers at nineteen and a half cents per hour, the same as
Sheet and Tube. Now, the laborers demanded an increase that would put
them at twenty-five cents per hour.

Throughout December, alongside Christmas advertisements, local

newspapers trumpeted record-breaking production and earnings for

1 “Big Tonnage,” Youngstown Daily Vindicator, Saturday Evening Edition, 4 Dec.,
1915, 3.

2 “New Schedule: Youngstown Sheet & Tube Co. Operating Its Mills Over Time,”
Youngstown Daily Vindicator, 19 December, 1915. 2a.
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valley steel industries during the fall quarter. Labor undoubtedly felt that
they not only contributed to this record-breaking period, but that they
should share in the profits. 3 While this walkout did not completely halt
production, it did result in disruption at the tube mills and enough
anxiety that the company increased police presence.* Although not
united by language or education, the laborers remained on the picket
lines. A meeting held in a civic hall on December 28 indicates that there
were union organizers present at this early stage. Translators urged the
men not to go back to their jobs, even though the company threatened
the permanent replacement of striking employees. In addition to the
wage increase, laborers wanted ten more minutes added to the standard
lunchtime, early release on Saturdays, and time and a half for overtime. 5

In addition, the strikers, mostly Hungarians, Slovaks and
Croatians, exposed to the elements in the mill yards asked for the
erection of a roof to afford better protection from the weather and better
tools to increase efficiency and wage earning capabilities. ¢ By January
3rd; Republic admitted that it had shut down tube mill production for
lack of laborers. At this point, the media reported that striker leaders
claimed almost three thousand workers, including electricians,

machinists and structural ironworkers in the tube mill had gone off the

3 “Records Broken in Production and Earnings,” Youngstown Daily Vindicator, 15
December, 1915. 3.

4 “Strike On: Laborers at Republic [&S Tube Mill Make a Demonstration,”
Youngstown Daily Vindicator, 28 December, 1915. 2.

5> “Still Out,” The Youngstown Daily Vindicator, 29 December, 1915. 2.

6 “Additions Being Made To Original Demands,” The Youngstown Telegram, 6
January, 1916. 2.
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job in support of the laborers. Whether these skilled workers actually
supported the laborers, or had no work due to the strike is unknown, but
production ceased. On the same day, a Youngstown Telegram article
stated, “one of the local plants not identified with Republic is said to have
sworn in a large number of special deputies as a measure of precaution
against possible trouble...”” Three hundred slag men and other laborers
from Republic’s open-hearth department joined the strike. The next
target, according to a Telegram article was the coke plant, where the
workers had been dissatisfied over wages and conditions and threatened
to walkout. &

Within a few days, with the mills at Republic Iron and Steel, the
Brown-Bonnell and Bessemer plants, tube mill and open-hearth
departments at Lansingville and Haselton furnaces shut down, the tube
mill laborers at Sheet and Tube walked out. The numbers of strikers at
Sheet and Tube on January 5t ranged {rom twenty, as reported by the
company, up to 600 claimed by labor leaders. All together, about 6,000
were off the job in the Mahoning Valley at this point. Of these, about
2,500 were laborers actually on strike. The rest were semi-skilled or
skilled workers who could not complete their jobs with out the laborers.
Although not officially on strike, many of the skilled workers sympathized

with the laborers and were not wholly satisfied with wages and

7 “Workmen Leave Republic Plant,” The Youngstown Telegram, 3 January, 1916,

C3.
8 “More Men Out With Strikers,” The Youngstown Telegram, 4 January, 1916, 2.
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conditions themselves. Negotiation between the company and workers
was nonexistent. As executives from Republic asserted, the strikers had
not “presented their demands in such a way as to be answerable,” labor
leaders appointed a committee to meet with company officials. 9

The defeats suffered by the Amalgamated over the previous twenty
years made the steel industry coveted territory. Beleaguered labor
organizers quickly responded to the unrest in Youngstown, and seized
the opportunity to regain a foothold in the industry in the face of
unrelenting opposition by the corporations. The American Federation of
Labor sent Thomas Flynn as general organizer; he was followed Frank
Sweeck from New York who arrived to organize for various electrician
positions, including wiremen and crane men. The clay and mine workers
sent men as well; John Tafelski for the clay workers and John Barafaldi
for the mineworkers’ organization. David Ingar represented the
International Workers of the World. The AFL wasted no time in signing
up hundreds of unskilled labor for a charter of affiliation. The AFL also
assisted in the organization of picketers and scheduled another mass
meeting, this one to address the Italian workers.

On Wednesday, January 5%, Sweeck, Flynn and John Graney, a
local labor leader, held an organizational meeting at the East
Youngstown Moose Hall. Turnout was large, and more than 300 electrical

workers created a core organization for their craft. As a result, Graney

9 “Republic Mills All Suspended as Men Strike,” Youngstown Telegram, 5
January, 1916. 1.
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requested that the main headquarters in Springfield, Illinois send a
charter for the newly formed organization.!© Another massive meeting
held the same day on Franklin Avenue resulted in a march by the crowd
to the Center and East End Bridges to hold a public demonstration.

Over the course of a few days, more public rallies took place, with
Tafelski and Barafaldi translating. Organizers chose an eight-man
committee to present labor demands to company management, and on
Thursday, January 6% they met briefly with James Deetrick, general
manager of the Republic operating department. The result of the meeting
was disappointing to the striking workers. Sheet and Tube executives
later echoed the statement to the press made by Republic. The press
release outlined the company’s position. In it, Thomas J. Bray, president
of Republic Iron and Steel, dismissed worker demands; he said that
current wages were fair and that his company was always willing to
adjust levels when applicable, but since the wages that they paid were
already the highest in the area, the increase was unreasonable.!! His
answer left no room for discussion or negotiation.

Tension quickly escalated between management and striking
workers. The companies could ill afford to delay production, while
workers long frustrated by poor working conditions, low pay and most

importantly, lack of participation in representing their interests, relished

10 “Predict Addition to Strike Ranks,” The Youngstown Telegram, 5 January
1916, 3.

11 “Strikers Confer Over Rejection,” The Youngstown Telegram, 6, January 1916,
1-2.
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the opportunity to voice complaints. Union organizers, laborers,
management, and local authorities struggled to maintain balance after
the first walkout at the end of December 1915. Graney served as local
spokesperson and mediator between the laborers and the media.
Organized labor leaders maintained throughout the unrest that they had
not initiated the problem; they sere simply on site to assist. On January
S5th 1916, Graney justified the AFL’s involvement with the dispute by
saying:

The city owes the American Federation of Labor a debt for

taking hold of the strike situation here; for we hadn’t there

certainly would have been some bloodshed. We took charge

first from the standpoint of the citizens of Youngstown and

secondly to protect the federation, if any trouble, no matter

how light had occurred the union labor movement would

have been blamed even though it was innocent.!2

With dark clouds gathering on the horizon, some local authorities
began to implement contingency plans to deal with violence.
Youngstown’s police chief Hartenstein took charge initially and stationed
his men where he felt the most volatile conditions existed, near the east
entrances to Republic’s mills. Trouble began sporadically, with isolated
clashes between individuals and groups of strike supporters.!3 On

January 4t police responded to complaints of intimidation and

harassment of workers and arrested eleven strikers. Local newspapers

12 “Predict Addition to Strike Ranks,” The Youngstown Telegram, 5 January,
1916. 3.

13 “Little Disorder Follows Strike,” The Youngstown Telegram, 5 January, 1916,
6.
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reported isolated fights and arrests over the next few days.!* Many of the
incidents clustered around the east gate of the Sheet & Tube, near the
residential area inhabited by many immigrant laborers.

Since many of the residents of East Youngstown originated in
Eastern Europe, they observed the Eastern Orthodox Christmas holiday
that fell during the first week of January 1916. Despite the strike, the
mood was, at least in part, festive. Many who did not report to work in
the mills spent the day celebrating by drinking and discussing the labor
situation. City officials began to grow uneasy by the afternoon of January
7th at the prospect of so many idle men and engaged the crowd in an
effort to diffuse the potentially dangerous situation. The officials were
met with threats to “throw them into the Mahoning River” by the jeering
crowd.!3> When Mayor Cunningham of East Youngstown gave the order to
shut down the bars late in the afternoon, the edict ignited the crowd.

Events quickly spiraled out of control after the mass of men left the
bars. Frank Spotleson was twenty-six years old in 1916 and an
eyewitness to how the melee began. After officials escorted the men from
bars, they milled onto Short Street in East Youngstown until Spotleson
heard someone shout, “Let’s go into the mill. Let’s take the scabs out.”
He estimated the crowd to be over a thousand men. It was at the east

bridge leading to Sheet and Tube that the situation escalated in earnest.

14 “Eleven Strikers Taken by Police,” The Youngstown Telegram, 4 January,
1916, 18.

15 Florence Galida, Fascinating History of Campbell, (State College, Pa.: Josten
American Yearbook, 1976), 10.
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Members of the crowd began to harass and throw bricks and rocks at the
company guards at the gate. Unnamed sources later told newspaper
reporters that the main agitators at this point were not local strikers, but
outside influences. Michael Cvengros, who later become a city council
member, corroborated this account as another eyewitness to the events
at the mill gate. He would later say that the main troublemakers were
“outsiders” and that after the fires were out of control, these agitators
disappeared.16

A grand jury determined that gunfire originated with company
guards within the gates of Sheet and Tube and that one of the guards
belonged to the Ohio National Guard. Alarmed at the crowds of men
congregated near the plant, he went to the local Armory where he
appropriated arms and ammunition. Ten members of the guard returned
to the mill with him. The problem was that he had no authority or
permission to requisition the men, and when they were called to official
duty to help restore order by the sheriff, they were absent from the
Armory.17

The gunfire that erupted from behind the gate signaled the
beginning of the disaster. The enraged mob broke into the Sheet and
Tube offices to destroy company documents, including blacklists. The fire

they set quickly devoured the wood frame company building. The crowd

16 Galida, 146.
17 “Trust Combine to Keep Down Wages Has Been Charged,” Youngstown Daily
Vindicator, 8 March, 1916. 1.
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hampered attempts by the fire department to put out the blaze by cutting
the water hoses. The volatile situation forced fire and police departments
out of the area. The fire quickly spread to the nearby business district of
East Youngstown. Still angered by the shootings, the mob looted
businesses not yet in the path of the fire, and then set them ablaze.
Unfortunately, many of the businesses were drinking establishments and
the alcohol looted and consumed by the crowd further exacerbated the
already bad situation. The crowd did not consume all the alcohol taken,
however. The grand jury also indicted one group of six men for stealing
25 cases of wine and destroying it by throwing it into the street. The
crowd did not ignore other businesses. They stole guns from the
hardware store along with clothing and food items. The crowd may have
been drunk, but some of the items stolen indicate clarity of thought. The
indictment of Charles Wergo, on January 11 of grand larceny listed, for
example the items that he allegedly stole. The list included the following
items: one child’s coat, nine hats, two caps, two pairs of stockings, two
pair of canvass gloves, four pairs of shoes, ten single shoes, two pairs of
boys pants, one pair of men’s pants, one lady’s wrapper, lady’s coat,
dress shirt, dress, one and a half yards of dress goods, one ladies hose
supporters, one baby dress, a bolt of gingham, six woolen shirts, one
dress shirt, two neckties and nine packs of cigarettes. ! Domestic items

characterized what Wergo stole, items he knew his family needed.

18 Mahoning County Grand Jury Indictment, 11 January, 1916. Mahoning
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The looting and violence continued for more than twelve hours,
many bystanders and rioters received wounds from gunshots fired into
the air. Robert Davis was a 24-year-old railway worker struck and killed
by a stray bullet while at work in a nearby rail yard. 12 The destruction
continued, uncontested by absent East Youngstown police until City
Solicitor Oscar Diser finally requisitioned guns from an intact hardware
store and deputized twenty-five men. He spread rumors of incoming state
troopers. Although notified, the National Guard could not arrive until
morning. At his signal, the twenty-five deputies shot into the air, which
encouraged the spent crowd to disperse.20 The next morning dawned on
a community in ruins, with the entire business district of East
Youngstown burned, looted or damaged. The estimated cost of destroyed
property topped one million dollars.

A partial list of businesses destroyed illustrates that many were
small, family run businesses, common of the era. It included Mike and
Mary Bogoeff’s meat market, barbershop and residence, Eugene Crow’s
saloon, the Georcheff Brothers Restaurant, and Frank Porembski’s drug
store. In addition, a bank building, two doctors and dentists offices,
furniture, hardware, grocery stores, an undertaker and post office

burned. 21

County Courthouse.
19 “Second Victim,” Youngstown Daily Vindicator, 9 January 1916, sec. A 3.
20 Galida, 146.
21 “Complete List of Destroyed Blocks Made,” Youngstown Daily Vindicator, 9
January 1916, 3A.
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As a precaution against further violence, over 1,000 Ohio National
Guard troops came to Youngstown. Members of the Fourth, Fifth and
Eighth regiments, commanded by Brigadier General William Speaks took
position in the YS&T tube plant and placed a machine gun at the Wilson
Avenue approach to the bridge. Soldiers guarded the eastern perimeter of
the plant. Although more than 100 additional guards arrived, they were
unnecessary since the violence had ended. 22
During the following week, East Youngstown police, led by
Detective John Kane searched the village for property stolen during the
riot. The search was comprehensive and thorough. Joseph Vrabel was a
child in 1916 and remembered how deputies searched his house:
The National Guard came in the house. They tore the house
up side down, threw everything all around the house. You
should have seen. My mother cried. Then, they walked out.
They didn’t find a thing. Then, they went to the next house
and the next house. They just went through the house and
tore the whole house apart... 23

Officials confiscated and hauled to police headquarters wagonloads

of loot from homes in the village and arrested hundreds as curious

spectators watched. Mahoning County Common Pleas court

records show large numbers of arrests for carrying concealed

weapons that ranged from brass knuckles to loaded guns.

22 “Guards Tighten Military Clasp in Burned Town,” Youngstown Daily
Vindicator, 9 January 1917. Sec. Al.

23 Joseph Vrabel interviewed by William M. Kish, Oral History Program,
Youngstown State University, 5 July, 1989.
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A handful of men faced multiple charges as a group. Mike Anto,
Harry Bepily, John Engle, George Lukesch, and John Marta faced
indictments that included riot, arson, assault with intent to kill,
malicious destruction of property, concealed weapon and burglary.
Prosecution of those arrested was difficult in many cases. Of those
arrested, most men pled not guilty initially. While many quickly changed
their pleas to guilty and were fined anywhere from ten to sixty dollars,
with time in the workhouse in Cleveland until the fines were paid, those
who fought charges were often cases acquitted. Jury trials had mixed
results; in several cases, appeals overturned convictions.

David Ingar was an International Workers of the World organizer
arrested on various charges, including riot. A radical organization, the I.
W. W. advocated the formation of a single union, as opposed to an
amalgamation of trade or craft unions. Implicated in several violent
clashes with police and management, they represented a most extreme
and feared brand of unionism. Although acquitted of the riot charge,
Ingar gained local notoriety in 1918 when he faced charges of violation of
the espionage act in Chicago with “Big Bill Haywood,” controversial
leader of the LW.W. Ingar actively organized in Western Pennsylvania
and Ohio from his Youngstown office between 1915 and 1918 when the
federal government raided his office in September. At the Chicago trial,

letters written after the Youngstown riot from the Mahoning County jail
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from Ingar to Haywood included details about Ingar’s role in the strike.

He wrote:

On Wednesday night, January 5, a good percent of the
tube department didn’t come to work. Next day the sheet
department, the tube and some men from the Republic Steel
works placed a picket line on the Youngstown Sheet and
Tube works thereby forcing the rest of the laborers and all
mill wrights to go on strike.” As was expected, the Americans
who received better pay went home and did not show up
until after the town of East Youngstown was burned. That
settled the strike but it took twice as many yellow legs
(soldiers) as there were strikers to quell the rebellion. 24
The arrest of dozens and restoration of order in East Youngstown

did not immediately signal the end of the labor dispute. The strike now
had the attention of state officials, and on Sunday, January 9t the Ohio
Industrial Commission sent Fred Coxton, head of the State Statistical
Bureau to mediate negotiations. Coxton, along with two assistants met
with both sides of the dispute and began to work toward a settlement.25
The striking workers expressed their resolve to hold out for
concessions from management in a series of meetings and rallies that
began as early as two days after the riot. They met in the outskirts of
East Youngstown known as Robinson Park and had numerous separate
meetings in the homes of strikers and supporters. The demands

remained the same. The military presence discouraged the mass rally

discussed at the meetings. Nervous city officials acted upon a rumor that

24 “I W.W. Back of Riots In East Youngstown,” Youngstown Daily Vindicator, 1
June 1918, 1.

25 “Mediator Here and Will Start Work at Once,” Youngstown Daily Vindicator,” 9
January 1917, Sec.A 1.
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striking workers planned to raid the city jail and release those arrested.
Although officials quickly transported prisoners to county facilities, the
strikers made no attack upon the city jail.26

Regardless of the destruction of the city and the ongoing dispute,
wartime steel orders continued to accumulate at the local mills and it
was vital to resume production. Despite misgivings by Campbell about
the safety of non-striking workers, YS&T began preparations to resume
operations on Saturday evening, one day after the riot. On Sunday, he
issued a conciliatory statement indicating that the riot was over, the
strike should end and work in the mill should resume as quickly as
possible. Campbell’s statement went on to say that the industry should
be more responsive to the integration of immigrant workers to the
community, and to insure that they receive adequate housing.
Youngstown Vindicator headlines declared strike officially over with
departure of mediator Coxton for Columbus on January 16th. Strikers
returned to their jobs several days before he left. Officials did not disclose
terms for the negotiated settlement. 27

While much of the community blamed the ignorance and drunken
passion of “foreigners” for the destruction in East Youngstown, others
faced questions as well. Thomas Flynn, organizer for the A.F.L. accused

Youngstown Sheet and Tube executives of trying to depress the value of

26 “Strikers Vote to Hold Out at Night Meeting,” Youngstown Daily Vindicator, 9

January 1916, Sec A 3.
27 “Strike Over; Mediator Goes,” Youngstown Daily Vindicator, 16 January 1916,
Sec. A 3.
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company stock by orchestrating labor unrest and disruption of
production. In a statement issued on January 11%, Flynn claimed to
have evidence that Sheet and Tube hired “paid sluggers” from Pittsburgh
and that twenty-five of them were deputized by Sheriff Ulmstead. These
25 men, he said, were the gunmen who fired into the crowd at the bridge.
“This whole thing was engineered by financiers. Organized labor
demands that this rotten thing be investigated to the finish.”28 Flynn
based his assertion of a “stock ruse” on ongoing negotiations between
YS&T, the Cambria Steel and Lackawanna Steel Companies for a
proposed merger. Reports of the possible merger had been the subject of
speculation in Youngstown and New York City financial communities
through December. Following a meeting at company headquarters in
Youngstown on December 16t%, where Campbell outlined the proposal to
Sheet and Tube stockholders, he left for New York City. There he met
with John L. Roplege, owner a large block of Cambria stock, Harrison
Williams a capitalist with interest in Cambria, and Frank Vanderlip,
President of National City Bank to explore the possibility of a merger.
From this meeting, stock prices were reported to been tentatively placed
at $80 per share for Cambria and Lackawanna stock and $300 for
Youngstown Sheet and Tube, the most financially successful of the
companies. At the time of the strike, the merger was still under

discussion. The companies involved in the merger plan denied knowledge

28 “Calls Riot a Stock Ruse,” New York Times, 11 January 1916, 9.
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of any scheme, and John D. Rockefeller issued a statement saying not
only did he and his father have no knowledge of any plan to depress
Sheet and Tube stock prices, but they had no interest in any of the
companies involved.2? Whether there was a plot or not, the proposed
merger fell through in February. Interestingly enough, it was
dissatisfaction over stock prices that proved to be an obstacle. Since
agreeing to prices early in December, earnings of the steel corporations
grew substantially enough that Lackawanna and Cambria stockholders
felt that their stocks should command higher prices, resulting in a
pullout of the financiers who were to underwrite the project. 30 After
Midvale Steel Company absorbed Cambria on February 13, the proposed
merger was officially dead.3!

The grand jury that convened to study the strike and riot may have
further investigated Flynn’s accusations of a stock ruse, but the
summary of the report published by the media did not shed any more
light on them. The grand jury listened to testimony for 37 days, the
longest investigation in Mahoning County history to that date. Over 200
witnesses testified in 253 separate cases, most in reference to the East

Youngstown riot.

29 “Denial by Rockefeller,” New York Times, 11 January 1916, 17.

30 “Bankers Abandon Steel Company Merger,” The New York Times, 6 February
1916, 6.

31 “Steel Combination May Keep Prices Up,” New York Times, 13 February 1916,
19.
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Judge W. S. Anderson, longtime Mahoning County attorney,
supervised the investigation. No stranger to labor disputes, Anderson
had successfully defended two men charged with serious crimes in the
disastrous Homestead Riots in 1892. In Homestead, Anderson had joined
a team of lawyers that included attorneys from St. Paul and Pittsburgh,
to defend Homestead resident Jack Clifford. The trial for the murder of
Pinkerton Detective T. J. Connors began in February 1893. A key
contention for the defense was their objection of the replacement of the
local prosecutor by an attorney hired by the Carnegie Company. With the
acquittal of Clifford, the Carnegie attorneys dropped further prosecution
of Homestead workers.

The grand jury over which Anderson presided in Youngstown in
1916 arrived at some startling conclusions. On March 8, 1916, The
Youngstown Vindicator ran two headlines on the front page. Along with
news of the Kaiser’s invasion of Poland, it announced that the grand jury
who investigated January’s strike and riot had indicted Big Steel. The
report released by the grand jury indicated their belief that there were
several main issues behind the violence experienced in East Youngstown
on January 7. The grand jury emphasized the ineptitude of East
Youngstown officials in handling the mob the day of the riot. It chastised
Mayor Cunningham and members of the police force for not
implementing more control earlier in the day, specifically for not closing

the saloons. The report also criticized the company guards who opened
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fire on the crowds, calling them substandard. However, the grand jury
saved the most scathing criticism for the steel companies themselves,
and the working and living conditions for both laborers and skilled
workers. The formal charges filed against Youngstown Sheet & Tube,
Republic Iron & Steel, the Brier Hill Steel Company, Youngstown Iron &
Steel, and Judge Gary accused them of having formed a trust to fix the
wages of common labor in violation of Ohio’s anti-trust Valentine Act.
Enacted in 1898, the Valentine Act regulated the railroad, coal,
insurance and oil companies. Similar in intent the Federal Sherman Act,
the Valentine Act prohibited price fixing, production limitation, and
controlled sales that would harm the public good.32 The Youngstown
Vindicator listed Gary’s indictment along with murderers, bigamists and
burglars.33 Although Prosecutor Henderson would not publicly disclose
what information directly led to the indictments, he did express
confidence that when the evidence came out at trial, his case against the
industry “would be vindicated,” he said:

We are firmly of the opinion that not only will this evidence

show a lawless condition of affairs surrounding the labor

conditions existing in and about the steel industries of this

valley, but will also indicate an absolute disregard on the

part of certain corporations and individuals indicted by us,

either of the rights of, or justice to, the laboring class, or of
the public generally.34

32 Anderson’s Ohio Online Documents “Ohio Revised Code,”
http:/ /onlinedocs.andersonpublishing.com /oh /IpExt.dlI?f=templates&fn=main-
h.htm&cp=PORC (accessed June 30, 2006).

33 “Keep Down Wages Has Been Charged,” Youngstown Daily Vindicator, 8 March
1916, 1-3.

34 “News of Employers and Employees,” The fron Trade Review, (16 March 1916):

607.
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Identical wage levels for labor among the companies involved in
January’s strike, coupled with the fact that within a two-day span, the
same companies increased wages by ten percent indicated collusion to
the grand jury. During the proceedings that outlined the indictment,
Henderson voiced the feelings of many when he called Gary “the dictator
of the iron and steel industry in the United States.” Gary’s indictment,
Henderson claimed, was based on testimony from the officials of the
other steel corporations, testimony that would become public at the
ensuing trial.35 Although Gary expressed his indignation at the
indictments, calling them “an outrageous travesty,”3¢ they probably did
not surprise him. Since the late nineteenth century, the issue of trusts
and monopolies formed the basis for political antagonism; and the
definitive example of monopoly was U. S. Steel. From its inception, there
was concern, within the industry and from governmental and public
agencies, about the legality of the formation of U. S. Steel in relation to
the federal Sherman Antitrust Act. Enacted in 1890 in response to a
growing apprehension over trusts and monopolies, the Act stated that
“every contract, combination in the form of trust or otherwise, or

conspiracy, in restraint of trade or otherwise, or conspiracy, in restraint

35 “Indicts E. H. Gary and Six Steel Cos.” New York Times, 8 March 1916, 6.
36 “Gary Says Indictment an Outrageous Travesty,” Youngstown Daily Vindicator,
8 March 1916, 1.
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of trade or commerce among the several states, or with foreign nations, is
hereby declared to be illegal.”37

With incorporation, U. S. Steel controlled more than sixty per cent
of American basic steel making capacity and a hefty portion of finished
goods production. U. S. Steel could have dominated the steel industry
through reduced costs and sheer volume of production, however.
However, Gary trod carefully to avoid antitrust litigation. He theorized
that if the corporation was given the opportunity to prove that it had no
monopolistic intentions, it would be held within the law. Although viewed
with suspicion by many, Gary and U. S. Steel maintained that fine
distinction successfully for decades.

In addition to his management of U. S. Steel, Gary led the industry
in the attempt to stabilize the steel market, a market notoriously volatile
late in the nineteenth century. In contrast to the practice of slashing
prices during recession and spiking them during prosperity, Gary
advocated “cooperation” among steelmakers. The cooperation extended to
pricing as well as the cost of production, including labor. This stability
allowed manufacturers better financial control of their companies. For
opponents of big business, Gary’s philosophy was a smoke screen for

collusion and price fixing.38

37 Sean W. Wakely, ed., Making America: A History of the United States, (Boston:
Houghton Mifflin Company, 1995), 590.

38 Melvin 1. Urofsky, Big Steel and the Wilson Administration: A Study in
Business-Government Relations, (Columbus, Ohio: Ohio State University Press, 1969),
1-5.

40


http:fixing.38

Fortunately for the industry, the Harrison, Cleveland and McKinley
administrations did not vigorously pursue the precedent setting anti-
trust cases against big business. When Theodore Roosevelt became
president upon McKinley’s assassination, he was not disposed to
upsetting the relationship between government and the steel industry
either. The president allowed Gary to pursue his goal of a stable
marketplace, as long as the corporation did not abuse its’ power and
place public interest in jeopardy. The Bureau of Corporations created a
wrinkle in the relationship between the administration and Gary when
Progressives in the House of Representatives pushed for a more in depth
investigation of the steel industry. Although causing momentary alarm
for steelmakers, the ensuing investigation was, in reality, a cooperative
effort between Roosevelt and Gary. Although the steel industry and
government reached a rather uneasy agreement, the possibility of anti
trust litigation was always present.3° As a result, Gary was cautious
about gaining the attention of the federal government. On March 22,
1916 attorneys for the State of Ohio and for the six steel companies
under indictment argued in Judge Anderson’s courtroom for most of the
day. They discussed the motion, made by the defendants, to drop all
charges against Gary and the companies that related to the strike.40
In a crowded courtroom on the afternoon of March 28, 1916, Judge

Anderson took a little over an hour to read his decision to agree to the

39 Urofsky, 11-13.
40 “Argue Steel Indictments,” New York Times, 23 March 1916, 18.
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motion to drop the indictments. He cited three considerations in his
decision; he maintained that the indictments were indefinite and
uncertain and therefore would be impossible to obtain a fair trial. The
second flaw in the indictments referred to the conflict of jurisdiction
between the federal Sherman Act and Ohio’s Valentine Act. Since the
Valentine Act was created after the Sherman Act, it did not have
jurisdiction except within the State of Ohio, and then only upon
commerce conducted solely within the state; therefore it was not
applicable to the steel corporations. The third consideration concerned
labor and the fixing of wages. The indictments classified labor as a
commodity and charged the corporations with conspiracy to set a unified
and specific price for that commodity. Judge Anderson rejected that
assumption because he said that labor was in no way a commodity.
Anderson said in part:
Labor is person and individual to the man. It is his; it

is own; no one can sell it for him in this land of ours, nor can
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