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PREFACE

Tee Harlem “ Riot” of March 19, 1935, the causes of
which were determined to have been basically economic,
created a new interest among laymen as well as students of
social and economic problems in the conditions of life.and
work of the people of that area. So great, in fact, was this
interegt, that the City of New York, in an effort to determine
the cause of the riot, gave legal recognition to the need of
a fundamental social and economic survey of that area and
the Mayor appointed a Commission to undertake the study.
One of the phases of this research project dealt with the prob-
lems involved in the employment of Negroes and the neces-
sarily related consideration of their status in the local organ-
ized labor movement—a tremendously important issue, for
trade unions, broadening ‘their jurisdictional activities to
cover many professional and * white-collar ” occupations as
well as the skilled craftsmen and unskilled common laborers,
have increased their scope to such an extent that union mem-
bership is now a prerequisite for almost any kind of employ-
ment. It was during his service as a research worker on
this problem that the author of this treatise developed a keen
interest in the use by Negroes of collective bargaining
through trade unions in their efforts to secure and maintain
desirable employment. Therefore, apart from his official
work with the Mayor's Commission on Conditions in Har-
lem, he began this intensive study, the purpose of which is to
present objectively and descriptively a picture of local con-
ditions among Negroes in the labor unions of Manhattan,
with a brief sketch of the historical development and special
emphasis on a descriptive analysis of the situation at the close
of the N. R. A, period.
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8 PREFACE

« A preliminary survey of the published and written mater-
ials and all other available sources on the subject revealed the
complete lack of up-to-date information and the utter inade-
quacy, because of recent developments brought about during
the N. R. A. period, of the data available on the local sit-
uation. However, several comprehensive studies dealing
wholly or in part with the status of the Negro worker in
the American labor movement were available. Outstanding
among these are: The Black Worker by Sterling Spero and
Abram Harris, Racial Factors in American Industry by Her-
man Feldman, Negro Membership in American Labor
Unions by Ira Reid and an earlier one, Negro Labor in the
United States by Charles Wesley. All of these point out
that in his struggle to gain a prominent, stable and desirable
position in the economic life of the American people the
Negro worker has been handicapped by his lack of member-
ship in some unions and various limitations on his full mem-
bership in others. Throughout these treatises there are num-
erous references to local New York conditions. Collection
of these references, together with many other isolated reports,
newspaper and magazine articles, etc. dealing with or related
to this subject, served very well in the historical develop-
ment of the background of the present conditions. On the
other hand, information on the N. R. A. and post-N. R. A,
situations is the result of original, first-hand research and in-
vestigation carried out during.the last six months of 1935.
The major part of this field work consisted of interview-
ing union officials, members and other people connected with
the organized labor movement in Manhattan, attending labor
conferences, union meetings and lectures and making gen-
eral observations. Since no one agency, such as the Central
Trades and Labor Council of New York, had complete in-
formation on the actual relationship of Negroes to local
unions—no records of the racial identity of the members
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of these locals being kept in many cases—and since definite
information on the particular experiences of each local nnion
with Negro members was desired, the author resorted to the
alternative method of getting . authentic information—the
personal interview with representative officials and the scru-
tinous examination of the records of each individual local
union. These investigations were supplemented by interviews
with both white and Negro union members selected at ran-
dom. Contact was established with every union in Man-
hattan, although a small proportion of them evaded coopera-
tion. On the whole, it cannot be said that the unions that
did not furnish information were unfavorable in their atti-
tude toward Negroes. On the contrary, many of them—for
example, a few locals of the International Ladies’ Garment
Workers® Union, the champion among unions fighting for
the advancement of Negroes in the organized labor move-
ment—are exceptionally friendly toward Negro members,
while in both the groups that supplied information and those
that withheld it there are some that exclude Negro members
by means of a constitutional provision. Practically all of
those refusing information merely insisted that they do not
usually open their records to the public. The results of%this
research and investigation have been interpreted in such a
manner as to show whether or not the situation in New York
City is similar to that in the United States as a whole, and
it is hoped that they may serve as a factual basis in future
planning for a more complete integration of Negro workers
in the local organized labor movement.

The author wishes here to take the opportunity to acknowl-
edge his indebtedness to the several individuals and organiza-
tions without whose invaluable assistance this study could not
have been made. To Dr. E. Franklin Frazier, Professor of
Sociology at Howard University and Director of Research
for The Mayor’s Commission on Conditions in Harlem,
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gratitude is expressed for making it possible for the author
to do much of the field work for this study while serving as
a research worker for the Commission. Especial indebted-
ness is acknowledged to Dr. S. McC. Lindsay and Dr. R. E.
Chaddock, who gave valuable advice and criticisms on the
planning of the study and made pertinent suggestions
throughout its development. Similar credit is also due Dr.
A. A. Tenney and Dr. L. Wolman.

The author is under obligation to the many labor union
officials and members who willingly cooperated and to The
National Urban League and The Harlem Labor Committee
for placing at his disposal their research departments.

Gracious thanks are extended to Professor Ira DeA. Reid
of Atlanta University for reading the entire manuscript and
making valuable suggestions and to Caulbert A. Jones for
assisting in the preparation of the source materials and the
final manuscript.

To Alpha Phi Alpha Fraternity, Inc. sincere appreciation
is expressed for the grant to the author of a fellowship award
which partly financed the study.

C:L.F.

Cotumsia Univessrry, ArriL, 1936. .
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.PART I

NEGRO LABOR UNIONISM IN MANHATTAN
PRIOR TO THE N.R.A. PERIOD



CHAPTER 1

INDUSTRIAL AND OCCUPATIONAL BACKGROUND OF THE
OrcaNIZED LABOR MOVEMENT AMONG NEGROES IN
New York Ciry

To a real understanding of the position of Negro workers
in the organized labor movement of today some knowledge
of their early economic status and industrial activity is essen~
tial. Obviously, being a worker in a given craft, trade or
industry is the first requisite of membership in a union of
workers, Questions such as the following therefore arise:
To what extent have Negroes been engaged in occupations
that formed the reserve from which union members were
drawn? If at first they did work at poorly organized trades
and occupations, have they gradually changed, over a period
of years, to those more highly organized? In brief, what
have been the industrial distribution and occupational trends
of Negroes in Manhattan from the time when they became
*“ free men ” and entered into competition for employment?
The purpose of this chapter is primarily to present in an
objective manner the background of the Negroes' present
industrial position from the point of view of the changing
numbers of that race engaged in the various occupations.
Very little effort, if any, has been made—except incidentally
-—to analyze or interpret the social or economic factors under-
lying such shifts or lack of shifts. Moreover, this entire
section can not be much more than a sketch for, in the first
place, full occupational returns for Negroes in New York
City were not available until the 18ga Federal Census, and,

* in the second place, these returns were not broken down by
7



18 NEGRO LABOR UNIONIST OF NEW YORK

boroughs, and there were no separate returns for Manhattan
borough until 1910. Such being the case, factual informa-
tion for the period prior to the 1890 Federal Census can be
gleaned only from public documents, reports, proceedings of
various organizations, newspaper articles and a host of other
unrelated short items that have been collected. The period
from 1890 to date, and especially that from 1910 to date,
can be covered in much more detail because of the full census
reports for Manhattan. The following paragraphs repre-
sent a somewhat concise summary of these materials.

On the historical view of occupations of Negroes in New
York City George E. Haynes presents some very interesting
comments. He points out that the value of slave labor—
mainly on farms—was realized in the New Amsterdam
Colony as early as 1628, At that time the business of slave
trading was becoming quite lucrative, so much so that the
Dutch West India Company in 1628 made definite agree-
ments to supply the colonists with slaves. This company
not only supplied other groups or agencies but it also used
slaves on its farms as well as on the company’s vessels as
deckhands and stevedores.> As time passed, the types of
work in which Negro slaves were occupied multiplied. It is
reported that they were used in the construction and main-
tenance of public roads and highways and in the repairing of
Fort Amsterdam.® By 1680 their services were found to
be valuable in the building trades—particularly in house-
building * and hod-carrying and by the close of the seven-
teenth century they made up practically the whole group of

1 Haynes, George E., The Negro at Work in New York City (New
York, 1012), pp. 66-69. .

3 Williams, G. W., History of the Negro Race in America from 1619~
1880 (New York, 1883), vol. i, p. 135.

8 Laws of New York, 1691-1773, pp. 83, 156; Doc. relating to Colonial
History of New York, vol. i, 499; ii, 474 .

# Doc. relating to Colonial History of New York, iii, 307.
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servant workers in the province of New York. In addition
to the slaves a great number of Free Negroes were either
hired or indentured for the same kind of work.®

It seems that the Negroes’ spreading out into occupations
other than agricultural pursuits, whether voluntary or in-
voluntary, was one of the factors that caused a great deal of
unrest among the members of this race in the early years
of the eighteenth century. This unrest, combined with the
fact that the African slaves of this period were far less
docile than those furnished by the Dutch West India Com-
pany in the early seventeenth century, caused them to give
expression to their dissatisfaction in a meeting in 1712 in
an orchard in Maiden Lane.® Although this meeting ended
in open conflict between these Negroes and a group of whites
and in the subsequent punishment of many of the Negroes
involved, the increasing desire of the Negroes for economic,
political and social freedom was not successfully stemmed.
In 1741, another incident, “the so-called Negro plot of
1741 ”, gave further expression to the restlessness of both
slaves and free workers, among whom were some Negro
seamen.” As in the case of the 1712 uprising many Negroes
were punished severely, some—one of whom was a Negro
doctor—being executed.* Despite the fact that these two
revolts were checked almost at their beginning, it was real-
ized that the growing rebellious attitude on the part of the
slaves would ultimately result in a bloody upheaval unless
steps were taken to remove some of the more fundamental
causes of the unrest. On this point Janvier stated  that the

8Ibid,, ix, 873; iv, 51x; Burghermen snd Freemen, Collection of New
York Historical Society (1883), p. 569,

¢ Forster, A, G., Statistics of Negro Population in Manh Columbi
University Master's Essay, 1920, p. 8

¥ Horsmanden, D,, The New York Conspiracy or History of the Negro

- Plot (New York, 1742), passim.
8 Ibid. ‘

0



20 NEGRO LABOR UNIONIST OF NEW YORK

alarm bred by the so-called Negro plot of 1741 was most
effective in“checking the growth of slavery in this city.” *
The following century witnessed definite movements toward
the emancipation of Negro slaves in New York. At the
1776 state constitutional convention, Governor Morris stood
firm in demanding that slavery be abolished “ so that in the
future ages every human being who breathes the air of this
state shall enjoy the privilege of a free man.” ** Fifty years
later, the Negro in New York became a “ free man ", when
the state legislature in 1785 prohibited the sale of slaves in
New York; in 1799 an act was passed which gave freedom
to the children of slaves; in 1817 there followed another act
—to become effective in 1827—providing for the complete
abolition of slavery throughout the entire state. * Thus,”
Forster states, “ the day on which the act went into force,
July 4, 1827, is regarded as the emancipation day of the
Negro in New York State.”

Although this legal act gave Negroes physical freedom,
there still remained many problems and difficulties to be faced
—especially by the workers. Employment opportunities
were limited because of the exceedingly hostile attitude of
those who became their fellow workers. The influx of im-
migrants from European countries made the situation even
worse, for the labor market was thus flooded with cheap
labor, labor that exhibited neither fear nor pride about enter-
ing into competition with Negroes for even the most menial
types of employment in domestic and personal service, the
type in which a great many Negroes engaged immediately
following the legal recognition of their freedom in 1827.*

® Quoted in Mary White Ovington, Half o Man (New York, 1911),
p. 8

10 [bid., p. 8.

1 Forster, of. cil., p. 4

12 Haynes, G. E, op. cit,, p. 67.
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Writing on the general relationship of white and black labor
during the years prior to the Civil War, Charles H. Wesley,
made some general remarks that were quite applicable to the
situation in New York City.”* He pointed out that white
labor, in the north as well as in the south, had assumed three
definite and well defined attitudes toward Negro workers:
(1) open opposition to them, (2) secret opposition * founded
upon color prejudice  to their progress and (3) opposition
to the further extension of labor opportunities to free
Negroes. Continuing, he observed that:

The anti-slavery movement would destroy slavery but it neg-
lected the more practical task of creating an economic future for
the free Negro population in industry. Many Negroes were
physically free, and yet they were enslaved and placed in de-
graded economic positions by the apathy of their friends and the
hostile attitude of their fellow workers. Racial toleration in
industrial occupations was rare. In the majority of places
where Negroes and whites worked together there was a sullen
suspicion which soon gave opportunity to the whites to force
Negroes.out of their employments either by means of economic
pressure or by legislation. The conditions of Negro free labor
which were brought about by the Civil War did not end eco-
nomic strife between the races. They served only to intensify
the competition, and to increase the struggle between white labor
and black labor in the United States. Labor had not yet learned
the value of codperation,

With but little modification—such as changing the refer-
ence to the Civil War to the Act of 1827 which freed
Negroes in New York state and the reference to the United
States to New York City——this passage, as indicated above,
gives an almost perfect characterization of the relationship of
Negro and white labor in New York City just prior to the

13 Wesley, Charles H, Negro Lobor in the United States, 1850-1925,
New York, 1927, p. 83.
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Civil War. This view is well substantiated by various other
works quoted below.

In further reference to the immigrants of the early nine-
teenth century it should be pointed out that as long as there
were only small immigrant groups in contact with Negro
workers the relationship remained quite amicable.* When,
however, large groups of immigrants met large groups of
Negroes under conditions of keen competition some racial
antagonism developed. As a great many immigrants did not
go into the Southern cities, apparently shunning places where
large numbers of Negroes were present, they were more or
less compelled to go into occupations that offered the easiest
entry into the field of employment—for instance the occupa-
tions of porters, barbers, waiters, servants, cooks, maids,
etc.”® Bat, “It is an erroneous point of view which would
state that the entrance of foreigners into domestic service at
this period was a new phenomena,” writes Wesley, “ and that
they suddenly deprived the Negroes of their previous mon-
opoly. The foreigners had furnished the larger number of
domestics throughout the nineteenth century.” ** A report
of the New York Society for the Encouragement of Faithful
Domestics indicated that during the period of 1826 to 1830
the applications for employment were distributed about as
follows: 3,601 Americans, 8,346 Irish, 2,574 Negroes, 642
English and 377 foreigners from other countries.** “ Do-

14 The African Repository, vol. xxix, pp. 323-324.

18 Documentary History of American Indusitrial Society, vol. iii, p. 6o,
quoting from John Finch, “Notes of Travel in the United States”.
Olmstead, Seaboard Slave Stotes, p. 14. “ Celebration of the Ninetieth
Anniversary of the Pennsylvania Society for Promoting the Abolition
of Slavery,” p, 23. Clark, History of Mamfactures, p. 553. New York
Tribune, January 16, 1855.

16 Wesley, Charles H., op. cit., p. 76.

U New York Mercury, May 12, 1830. American Daily Advertiser,
May 23, 1829.
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mestic service as a field of labor has always attracted immi-
grants who came to America. Quite naturally, the Negroes
felt their competition more in the periods of the largest im~
migration, when, in order to obtain employment the foreign-
ers-sought all kinds of work.” It is therefore evident that
the Negro worker was destined for a tough struggle to pre-
vent his almost complete exclusion from employment.

In addition to the willingness of immigrants to accept
menial employment their unwillingness to work with Negroes
also operated to force the latter out of certain occupations in
the North and in the South.™ It seems apparent that this
action on their part was due almost solely to racial prejudice.’®
A speech of Frederick Douglass showed that such prejudice
against free colored people in the United States, regardless
of their competence, was most evident and most widely prac-
ticed in the mechanical trades.™® Not only in the field of
employment and in training for employment, in the mechan-
ical pursuits which from an early date were among the most
highly organized trades, but also in many other aspects of
life which brought the two groups together—in the schools,
amusement houses and conveyances of New York City
and other large cities—did this prejudice assert itself.®
Although Wesley was making another point in the follow-
ing excerpt, his illustration serves well to demonstrate how
the coming of immigrant workers to New York City and
how old and new racial prejudices tended definitely to limit

18 Africon Repository, vol. xxvil, p. 110; vol. xxi, p. 140 quoting the
Philodelphia North Awmerican. Olmstead, op. cit., 9. 85. The Cotton
Kingdom, wol. ii, p. 365. New York Tribune, November 27, 1857. The
Rick ry Whig. D, o+ 1, xm

1 Clark, The Present Condition of the Free Colored People, p. 15.

2 Speech of Frederick Douglass, quoted by New York Tribune, Sep-

tember 30, 1858, Niles Register, vol. xlivi, p. 441. Harrisdburg Keystone,
June 1o, 1831,

R African Repository, vol, xxix, p. 163. New York Tribune, Scptem-
ber 16, 1850, Joseph Sturge, 4 Visit to the United States, p. 69.
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the advance of Negroes in the skilled occupations that later
formed the backbone of the organized labor movement in
New York City as well as in the United States,

« + « the city of New Orleans presents a larger proportion of
trained occupations than does New York, and it has been taken
at times for the basis of the assertion that mulattoes are superior
to blacks. New Orleans contained a large mulatto population
while New York did not have such a large proportion. This
accounts in part for the larger percentage in trained occupations.
It is a fact, also, that the mulatto proportion in the free Negro
population was greater than the proportion in the slave popula-
tion in 1850. The proportion was 581 mulattoes to 1,000 blacks
in the free Negro population and 83 mulatoes to 1,000 blacks in
the slave population. In New Orleans, racial barriers were not
such obstacles as they were in New York. In matters of labor
and service, the “ color line ” could be crossed often without the
employer, the buyer, or the one seeking a service realizing the
race of the worker with whom he was dealing. On the con-
trary, New York practiced wide discriminations against Negroes
and these served to restrict the Negro occupations. Foreign
workers also gave the colored worker a greater competition here
so that the occupations which were carried on by Negroes in the
South were often in the hands of other races in the North. A
study has been made of the New York City Directory as a check
upon the census figures. The Directory reveals the fact that
there are a few discrepancies between it and the census figures
as noted above. The census table gives no cabinetmakers; the
Directory gives one cabinetmaker. The census gives three mer-
chants and the Directory gives six; the census gives two con-
fectioners and the Directory gives three. These differences
serve to illustrate how imperfect the one or the other, or both of
these collections may have been. In the city of New Orleans,
the number of the mulatto population in the free colored popu-
Iation was not only higher but also more intelligent than in other
cities. It is true that in this instance, pursuits requiring edu-
cation have a larger proportion of mulattoes than of blacks.*®
7 Wesley, C. H,, op. cit., pp. 37-39.
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This leaves little doubt that race prejudice, based mainly on
color, was one of the specific obstacles to the progress of
the Negro worker in the more desirable types of occupation,

Growing out of this attitude and the accompanying normal
competition for work between the whites and Negroes were
many disturbances, riots in some cases. Various isolated
reports give accounts of a few of them. When stevedores
and longshoremen went out on strike during this pre-civil
War period in an effort to gain better working conditions
through increased wages, Negro workers were substituted.
Soon an encounter between these Negroes and the striking
stevedores, at that time mainly Irishmen, ensued on Morgan’s
London Line docks, but the presence of an armed Negro
worker among them put the Irishmen to flight* In a short
while, however, these same Negroes were displaced by the
returning former workers.™® Several years later, in 1862,
Negro and white longshoremen again came to battle when
Negroes replaced white longshoremen who had been fired.
Again, it was necessary to call on the police to quell the
fights.® It is reported that in early August, 1862 a group
of whites molested Negro women and even children who had
obtained work in a tobacco factory.™ The following month,
September, 1862, also witnessed many conflicts. During the
next year, 1863, one of the most terrible battles of all oc-
curred as a result of the conscription Act of March 3, 1863,
with New York the scene of the first of the Draft Riots on
July 13. The Act became definitely related to the labor
problem because conscription drew heavily from the ranks
of the mechanics and laborers; the racial issue therefore came
to the fore with a resulting change in the direction of the

3 New York Tribume, Janmary 18, 1855

 Ibid., February 15, 1855.

 Jbid,, August 1, 186a; McNeill, The Labor Movement, p. 126,
™ New York Tridbune, August 6, 1862
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riot from a protest against conscription to a fight against
Negroes, against property, fine houses, good apparel, against
all the conserving influences and elements of society.” An-
alyzing the Draft Riots, Wesley writes:

One is not compelled to look very far in order to see how the
Draft Riots might have affected the Negro population. At the
outbreak of the riots it had been asserted by one newspaper that
“ this is a nigger war,” and it has been asked frankly, “ Why
Lincoln did not put Negroes front.” The Negroes were hunted
down and mistreated not only because they were involved in the
cause of the war, but because of the labor competition with the
whites, and especially with the Irish in the menial forms of
labor. The residences, barber-shops, business houses, boarding
houses and the colored Orphan Asylum on Fifth Avenue, be-
tween Forty-third and Forty-fourth Streets (a three-story brick
building, which was valued at $35,000), were burned and de-
stroyed. The Negroes of Weekville, a suburb of New York,
believing that an attack was to be made upon them, armed them-
selves, organized in groups to resist the mob, and made appli-
cation to the sheriff for more arms so that they might protect
themselves. The riots so affected the living conditions among
the colored population of New York that a Relief Committee
was established with an office on Fourth Street. By August
10, 1863, the sum of $38,606 had been collected as a Relief
Fund. This office was kept open as an employment office after
the sufferers had been relieved.

Not only was such an office necessary, but some effort was
needed in order to encourage the opening of avenues of employ-
ment to colored workers in the north. In 1862, at a meeting
of the National Freedmen’s Association in Plymouth Church,
Brooklyn, Henry Ward Beecher declared that the opportunities
for Negro labor in the city of New York were very few. There
were no foundries, machine-shops, shipyards, cabinet-shops or
other remunerative employment which the Negro could enter.
He said, “ The only chance for the colored man North, now-
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adays, is to wait and shave, and they are being driven from that
a9 fast as possible.” This association declared that its purpose
was to aid in creating new opportunities for him. Individual
successes were being made in northern centers, but the group
was proscribed by limitations which were in the main racial, and
it was this condition which liberal thinkers sought to remedy.*®

Charles S. Johnson states:

Free and fugitive Negroes in New York and Pennsylvania were
in constant conflict with this group [the Irish] and the bitter
hostility showed itself most violently in the draft riots of New
York. ‘These Hibernians controlled the hod carrying and com-
mon labor jobs, opposing every approach of the Negro as a
menace to their slight hold upon America and upon a means of
livelihood. The Germans absorbed many of the domestic and
catering positions at the same time that they were creating new
standards of skill in trades.®

These were by no means all the riots that occurred, but they
serve to indicate just what sort of thing was happening and
how they were related to the labor problem. Therefore, the
statement made above, that Negro workers were destined to
have a hard struggle to maintain their position in the occu-
pations in which they predominated in the early nineteenth
century and to increase their numbers in the more highly
skilled trades which were soon to be strongly organized, may
safely be reiterated.

Facing these apparently insurmountable handicaps, Negro
labor continued to push onward. By 1870 some progress
has been made. An analysis of the 3,500 Negro voters in
New York City in that year showed that among them were
104 shoemakers, 100 engineers, about 80 carpenters, and
some other skilled mechanics. It should be noted, however,
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