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Ban-the-bomb group Using the streets for protest: Brooklyn resident Mrs.

march outside the Donald Davidson and her daughter Denise march
United Nations 1962 against US resumption of atomic bomb tests during the
Dick DeMarsico, Kennedy administration.
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Director’s Foreword

Whitney W. Donhauser

Ronay Menschel Director & President of the Museum of the City of New York

New York has never been known as a place where
people keep their views to themselves. Not only

do New Yorkers speak their minds, they also have

a long history of mobilizing around issues they
believe in. Activist New York, the companion volume
to the exhibition of the same name at the Museum
of the City of New York, tells this quintessential New
York story through the lives of some of the countless
people who fought to advance the wellbeing of the
city, nation, and world as they understood it. They
struggled for such causes as equal rights, economic
justice, gender equality, religious freedom, world
peace, and the health of the environment, and to pro-
tect aspects of their lives that they felt were under
threat. And they disagreed with each other—as good
New Yorkers will—over which tactics to use, what
strategies would be most effective, and what causes
were worth fighting for.

The exhibition on which this book is based is the
firstin the Museum'’s Puffin Foundation Gallery for
Social Activism. Since it opened in 2012, Activist
New York has been visited by hundreds of thousands
of people, including some tens of thousands of teach-
ers and students who come for the programs offered
by the wonderful staff of the Frederick A. 0. Schwarz
Education Center. Its companion website (Www.
mecny.org/exhibition/activist-new-york-online) has
resources for teachers and learners of all ages. The
stories in the Activist New York gallery change over
time, enabling us to include a revolving selection of
the many activist movements that have shaped this
city and often the nation and the world.

Our huge gratitude goes to the Puffin Foundation
Ltd.,, whose generous support makes all of this
possible. Perry, Gladys, and Neal Rosenstein’s com-
mitment to preserving the legacy of generations of
activists has enabled us to reach countless people

with stories that might otherwise have been forgot-
ten. They have not only supported the exhibition,
website, and now the companion book, but they
enable the ongoing work of its curator, Dr. Sarah
Seidman, arich array of public programs, and an
innovative annual conference on teaching social
activism in which educators can exchange ideas
and experiences. Their vision and dedication is
inspiring and deeply appreciated.

The book that you hold in your hands is the
product of years of effort by Dr. Steven H. Jaffe, the
curator of the inaugural version of Activist New York,
working closely with the Museum’s own Deputy
Director and Chief Curator, Dr. Sarah M. Henry, and
our indefatigable Director of Publications, Susan
Gail Johnson. Steve vividly brings the stories of New
York’s activists to life in the pages that follow, inter-
weaving in-depth looks at selected movements and
leaders with the larger history of activism in our city,
all energized by extraordinary images from our own
collection and beyond, and engagingly designed
by Michael Gericke, Justine Braisted, and Yeryung
Ko, with the support of Amanda Kesner Walter, at
Pentagram. At the Museum, Asher Kolman and
Lauren Rosati provided vital editorial assistance.
And we have Eric Zinner and his team at NYU Press
to thank for their collaboration in making this book
areality.

Finally, we are deeply grateful to the scholars and
public intellectuals who have served on the advi-
sory committee for Activist New York, led by Peter
Carroll, and to the many activists, photographers,
collectors, curators, and archivists who graciously
allowed us to exhibit their materials in the gallery
and in this volume. Together they have helped us to
tell the complex, important, and often challenging
stories of activism in New York.



http://www.mcny.org/exhibition/activist-new-york-online
http://www.mcny.org/exhibition/activist-new-york-online

Malcolm X speaking Issues of racial justice and activism have been inter-

at an outdoor rally in twined over the centuries in New York. Harlem resident
Harlem 1963 Malcolm X mobilized African Americans locally and
Unknown photographer nationally during the mid-20th century.



Foreword

Eric Foner

Activist New York offers vivid, eloquent evidence of
the persistence and significance of political and
social radicalism in New York City from the earliest
days of colonial settlement to the present. Inspired
by a path-breaking exhibition at the Museum of
the City of New York, it reminds us that the city has
always been an epicenter for movements that seek
to enhance freedom and equality, in numerous
forms, for New York’s diverse population, and that
events in the city have reverberated throughout the
country. As Steven H. Jaffe notes, New York has long
been the nation’s “capital city of social activism.”
His account also makes clear that many of the lib-
erties we take for granted—freedom of speech and
religion; equality before the law regardless of race,
gender, or ethnicity; the right to self-determination
inthe most intimate areas of life—would not have
been achieved without activists’ efforts.
Throughout our history, radical movements have
challenged Americans tolive up to their professed
ideals and have developed penetrating critiques
of social and economic inequality. They have done
s0 in pursuit of numerous goals and using a vari-
ety of tactics. Some radical movements accept the
society’s prevailing emphasis on the ideal of the
free, unfettered individual and seek to eliminate
obstacles to its fulfilment, or extend it to excluded
groups. Others insist on the necessity of community
regulation of individual action, especially of eco-
nomic activity, to ensure basic economic security
and opportunity for the less fortunate. Some move-
ments take as their task uplifting the condition
of a single group of Americans; others envision a
sweeping transformation of the entire social order.
Occasionally radicals have resorted to violence, but
most radical movements have reflected the demo-
cratic ethos of American life—they have been open

rather than secretive and have relied on education,
example, or “moral suasion,” rather than coercion, to
achieve their goals.

As the chapters that follow reveal, while often
castigated as foreign-inspired enemies of American
institutions, radicals have always sprung from
American culture and appealed to some of its deep-
est values—facts that help to explain radicalism’s
survival even in the face of tenacious opposition.
From 19th-century radicals who insisted that the
inalienable rights enshrined in the Declaration of
Independence were being undermined by slavery,
gender discrimination, or the industrial revolution,
to 20th-century advocates for women’s suffrage and
the empowerment of the city’s disadvantaged black
and Latino populations, radicals have adapted the
language of American society to their own ends. In
so doing, they have not only extended the benefits of
American liberty to previously excluded groups, but
have given American values new meanings.

Indeed, as this book shows, many ideas assumed
to be timeless features of American culture origi-
nated with radical movements. It took the efforts of
minorities such as Quakers and Jews to establish a
right to religious toleration in Dutch New Netherland.
The idea of freedom as a universal entitlement arose
not from the founding fathers, who spoke of inalien-
able rights but made their peace with slavery, but
from abolitionists, black and white, who invented
the idea of equal citizenship irrespective of race.
Despite New York City’s close economic connec-
tions with the slave South before the Civil War, the
Committee of Vigilance, founded by David Ruggles,
helped to protect the city’s black population from
an epidemic of kidnapping and in assisting fugitive
slaves who came to the city established the frame-
work for the underground railroad.




The modern idea of privacy—the extension of
individual rights into the most intimate areas of
personal life—arose from the efforts of feminists
and gay activists to secure for all Americans control
over their own persons. Our modern understanding
of free expression stems not simply from the Bill
of Rights, but from the struggles of the labor, birth
control, and civil rights movements throughout the
20th century to overturn laws and governmental
practices that restricted the dissemination of ideas
deemed radical, obscene, or socially dangerous, and
from those activists who courageously combated
governmental thought control during the era of the
Cold War and McCarthyism.

New York has also been home to a vibrant labor
movement, including the artisans who played a
vital partinthe run-up to American independence,
early trade union leaders in the 1830s, and the
young Jewish and Italian female garment workers
whose “uprising of the 20,000” early in the 20th
century inspired pioneering legislation regulat-
ing conditions of labor in the city. Larger-than-life
radical orators and organizers populate the book,
including Emma Goldman, who addressed thou-
sands of New Yorkers on issues ranging from anar-
chism to free love and the right to birth control, and
Marcus Garvey, who built the largest black mass
movement before the civil rights revolution. But real
pride of place goes to the often anonymous radi-
cals who pioneered social change, including most
recently gay and leshian activists of the 1960s and
’70s, and the young people of Occupy Wall Street,
who put the issue of economic equality squarely on
the national agenda.

Every generation of New Yorkers has witnessed
the emergence of some kind of collective popular
activism. Their movements have helped to make
New York, and America, a freer, more equal society.
The history of activism in New York City reinforces
the insight of the sociologist Max Weber about how
social change takes place: “What is possible would
never have been achieved if, in this world, people
had not repeatedly reached for the impossible.”




“The Sailors’ Strike—Scene on Peck
Slip Wharf, New York City” 1869
Unknown artist, wood engraving from Frank
Leslie’s lllustrated Newspaper

As seaport, commercial center, and
industrial hub, New York sparked move-
ments by working people. These men
were among over 1,000 seamen who
went on strike for higher pay in 1869.
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Introduct

A Citv of .

What is activism? And why has
New York City played such an
1mportant role in its history®?

hese two questions are the

starting point for this book
and for the Museum of the City
of New York’s exhibition Activist
New York on which it is based.
People have defined “activism”—
a word first used in the early 20th
century—in many ways. This
book proposes a definition that
offers a way of understanding
social and political movements
both past and present: Activism
is what happens when ordinary
people mobilize in hope of shap-
ing their society’s future through
collective public action.

That sentence helps us to
grasp what connects a wide
range of apparently unrelated
events, efforts, and achievements,

including ones that happened
long before the word “activism”
ever existed. The signing of a
petition urging rulers to allow
religious dissenters to live in
peace; secret networks to help
fugitive slaves reach freedom,;
strikes by laborers to pressure
employers to grant higher pay,
shorter hours, and the right to
organize; protests by African
Americans, Puerto Ricans, and
Asian Americans seeking access
to economic opportunities, good
health, and political power; the
fight by women to obtain the vote
and gain full social equality:
these actions and many more
count as activism, and the people
who engaged in them, either

briefly or over a lifetime, were
and are activists.

New York City has been a
special place in the history of
activism, and its importance is
the result of a distinctive and
ever-changing mix of human
factors. Those factors have
included extremes of wealth and
poverty as in few other places;
the dynamic of diverse religious,
ethnic, and racial groups com-
peting for rights, resources, and
power; and the continual min-
gling of newly arriving people
and ideas in one of the world’s
most densely crowded environ-
ments. The folksinger-activist
Pete Seeger explained New
York’s role as an incubator for

12
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flon:
ACTIVISTS

innovation by pointing to the
power of this diversity to encour-
age the exchange and creation of
ideas: “The extraordinary thing
that cities do... is to bring together
people who would not otherwise
have met each other.”

Also critical in explaining the
city’s activist history is the sheer
size of New York’s population as
it became the nation’s largest city
(1810), the world’s largest (1925),
and remained one of the top ten
even when Tokyo, Mexico City,
Sé&o Paulo, and others surpassed
it (1970s-90s). The rise of New
York as the nation’s center of
media, communications, and art
is another crucial factor, enabling
New Yorkers to broadcast their
expressions of protest and plans
for the future far beyond the
city’s borders.

New York has played an espe-
cially important role in the history
of leftist and liberal activism, a
byproduct of its history as a site
of labor conflict, a crossroads
for imported and homegrown
avant-garde ideas, a labora-
tory for experiments in using

government to tame social ills,
and a battleground for the rights
of women and minorities. But
activists can also fight to pre-
vent, or roll back, change instead
of promoting it, and these men
and women have also been part
of New York’s history. Whether
organizing to "protect” Protestant
society from Catholic immigrants
before the Civil War, speaking
and writing against the woman
suffrage movement during the
1910s, or forming neighbor-

hood groups to resist the forced
integration of local schools in
the 1960s, conservative New
Yorkers have used many of the
same strategies and tactics
embraced by those they have
opposed, though often with less
visibility and public celebration.
At the same time, New Yorkers
on the political left and center
have also sought to block or roll
back changes they have viewed
as negative (such as overde-
velopment, gentrification, and
pollution) through movements to
preserve landmarks, affordable
housing, and a healthy urban
environment.

Marcher, Union
Square March 25, 2011
Steven H. Jaffe, photograph

Along activist legacy:
A marcher carries a
placard during the
centennial commem-
oration of the Triangle
Factory Fire.
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ettled by Europeans in 1624

to earn income for Dutch
investors, the town on Manhattan
Island was blessed by a great
natural harbor, access to rich
natural resources, and the energy
and ambition of generations of
eager merchants, artisans, and
laborers. It evolved steadily into
North America’s “capital of cap-
ital,” the city where the pursuit
of profit seemed more all-con-
suming and unashamed than
anywhere else. In the 19th and
early 20th centuries New Yorkers
used these advantages to make
their city the largest, busiest, and
richest metropolis in the Western
Hemisphere and then the world.
The mid-20th century saw New
York attain a position as the
dominant global city, then suffer
a period of declining fortunes
and diminished resources in the
1970s before bouncing back as
an acknowledged world center of
finance and innovation in the late
20th and early 21st centuries.

Over those centuries, as
this book will show, the nature
of activism changed dramat-
ically. In colonial Dutch New
Amsterdam, and then English
New York, those who challenged
the status quo did so by petition-
ing authorities for special favors,
defending themselves in court,
or protesting in the streets. The
American Revolution, itself a long
episode of radical activism, cre-
ated a new language of “inalien-
able natural rights.” (Although
in New York, as elsewhere,
propertied white males initially
enjoyed the lion’s share of those
rights to the exclusion of women,
slaves, free African Americans,
and the poor.) Additional “rev-
olutions” that were part of the
city’s booming 19th-century
economic growth—an explosion
of mass-produced books and

newspapers pouring off printing
presses, an expanding school
system, a vigorous and competi-
tive party politics, and a growing
labor movement—excited other
New Yorkers with the possi-
bilities of claiming the rights
inscribed in the Declaration of
Independence as their own.

Many prosperous 19th-cen-
tury merchants, financiers,
professionals, and manufacturers
funneled money into crusades
toreform the city and the world.
But the question of money—and
who controlled it—also became a
flashpoint for conflict as immi-
gration, industrial work, and
urban crowding generated a
type of mass poverty never seen
before in America. Tensions
over divisions between wealthy,
middle-class, and working-class
people stimulated further efforts
toreform the existing economic
and political system. In the
case of anarchist, socialist, and
other left-wing activists, these
tensions also inspired radi-
cal visions for overturning the
system altogether and starting
afresh, whether through peaceful
or violent means.

In the 20th century the
groundwork for activism shifted
as some of the agendas of grass-
roots protesters—including
demands for decent housing and
protection of the safety, health,
and bargaining rights of wage
earners—bhecame incorporated
into the realities of the political
system. In the first decades of
the century Manhattan became
home to the world’s most pow-
erful and centralized business
corporations. Partly in reaction
to the power of expanding indus-
trial capitalism—and then to the
Depression that devastated the
economy during the 1930s—New
York City and State pioneered an

unprecedented role for govern-
ment involvement in the every-
day lives of working people. This
new urban liberalism satisfied
some activist demands. But it
alsoraised new expectations for
further economic and political
transformation, expectations
that were sometimes rewarded
and sometimes frustrated. In
response, activists seeking new
rights, freedoms, or opportuni-
ties—as well as those resisting
change—found themselves try-
ing to persuade, pressure, or fight
government officials as well as
business leaders in the city that
had become the unofficial capital
of the American economy.

Marcher with the
American Civil
Liberties Union at
the Gay Pride Parade
in New York City
2010

Cal Vornberger,
photograph

New York's dense
variety of communi-
ties and organizations
have fueled the city’s
activist movements.
The American

Civil Liberties Union
(ACLU), for example,
founded in 1920

to defend the First
Amendment and other
rights, went on to help
gay New Yorkers fight
for legal recognition
and equality.
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Today, in a world where media
and electronic communications
have become far more decentral-
ized, New York is able to retain its
wide influence. It remains a place
whose sophisticated, inventive,
“edgy” activists still attract atten-
tion. As has been true for gener-
ations, the very geography of the
city’s public spaces—its wide
and straight avenues, open parks,
squares, and bridges, and sym-
bols like the Statue of Liberty and
Wall Street—provide dramatic
backdrops for marches, perfor-
mances, and rallies. Unlike some
other major American cities,

New York affords ample elbow
room in public spaces for such
mass displays of popular democ-
racy and for crowds of writers,
broadcasters, and photographers
to spread activist messages
around the world.

At the same time, the city’s
dense networks allow the hid-
den, daily work of activism to

go forward. That work includes
behind-the-scenes planning
sessions, fundraising drives,
door-to-door canvassing, mass
mailings, meetings with officials,
arguments with allies and rivals,
hard compromises, and countless
other tasks demanding energy,
time, patience, dedication, and
often courage. The pressures

and opportunities influencing
the lives of ordinary New Yorkers
continue to propel them into
activism to shape the future for
themselves and others. In the
words of Lower East Side writ-
er-activist Richard Kostelanetz,
“inhabiting a hothouse influ-
ences receptive people to be what
they’ve not been before and would
not otherwise he.”?

All these patterns can be
found at multiple moments in
New York’s activist past. But the
specifics of that history are not
interchangeable any more than
the lives of New Yorkers can be

Throng of women
charge on New York
City Hall to demand
bread 1917

Central News Photo
Service, photograph

New York's diversity
meant that religious,
ethnic, economic, and
gender activism could
combine in distinctive
forms. Immigrant
Jewish women, for
instance, demonstrat-
ed against the high
price of kosher meats
in 1902 and rising food
pricesin 1917.

reduced to a two-dimensional
stereotype. The experiences, emo-
tions, frustrations, and accom-
plishments of different activists
were profoundly shaped by the
time and place they lived in and
by the issues that drove them to
act. Those details and those real-
ities are what make the history of
New York activism a living thing,
today and into the future.
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Colonial .
Revolutic
New Yorl

When the explorer Henry Hudson
salled into New York Bay 1n 1609,
he claimed the 1sland the Lenape
people called “Mannahatta” for

the Dutch.

COLONIAL AND REVOLUTIONARY NEW YORK: 1624-1783



and

mary

1624-
1783

tthe time nobody could have

predicted how important the
area would someday become.
Nor could anyone have imagined
that New York City would become
one of history’s most influential
places for imagining a better
world. The process by which New
York became a generator of new
ideas about social and political
change—a center of activism,
radical ideas, and political pro-
test—was long, unpredictable,
and challenging.

The seeds of this future iden-
tity were planted as early as 1624.
In that year European immi-
grants (soon joined by enslaved
Africans) arrived to start settling
the colony the Dutch had named
New Netherland. They built
its capital and trading center,

The Castello Plan. New
Amsterdam in 1660
1916

John Wolcott Adams, drawing

The town of New Amsterdam, soon to become
New York City, was built at the tip of Manhattan
Island according to Dutch traditions of architec-
ture, street and canal layout, and fortification.
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A View of Fort George with the City of New York
from the S.W. c. 1740

John Carwitham and Carington Bowles, color lithograph

Eighteenth-century British New York City was an

ethnically diverse, politically turbulent colonial
seaport.
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the town of New Amsterdam,
at Manhattan’s southern tip.
During 40 years of Dutch rule,
the social dynamics of the place
helped set the stage for what
would follow. New Amsterdam
was a crossroads for starkly
different national, racial, and
religious groups: Dutch and
Walloon Calvinists, German
and Scandinavian Lutherans,
Sephardic Jews, English Baptists
and Quakers, Africans of many
nationalities and religions, and
others. This diversity sometimes
created tensions, as the need to
encourage settlers clashed with
the authorities’ desire for unifor-
mity, and as conflicting Dutch
traditions of toleration and reli-
gious orthodoxy brought people
into collision. All of these factors
helped to foster a distinctive
culture, one in which the town’s
diverse residents proved them-
selves skilled at challenging each
other, aggressively asserting
what they believed, and ques-
tioning authority, whether it was
political, religious, or economic.
After 1664, when an English
fleet seized the colony from the
Dutch and renamed it “New-York,”
the city’s ethnic and religious
mix grew even more complex.
British New York City became
one of the most diverse places
in the world, filled with English,
Scottish, Irish, French Huguenot,
German, Jewish, and other new-
comers, along with enslaved and
free people from the Caribbean,
West and Central Africa, and
Madagascar. As the city mush-
roomed from 1,500 inhabitants in
1664 to some 10,000 by the 1730s,
political and social conflicts
spread. New Yorkers fought over
questions of trade policy, civil
and religious rights, freedom of
the press, inequalities between
rich and poor, ethnic resentments,

and access to power. The result
was a city with competitive
and contentious politics, home
torival political factions and
parties earlier than most other
places in North America.

Of course New York was not
the only hotbhed of debate in
the British colonies. All of the
larger towns, especially seaports,
brought diverse people and ideas
together, making them incuba-
tors of change as well. Nor was
New York always more innova-
tive or open than its sister cities.
For example, while Quakers and
Jews fought Dutch officials for
the right to stay and worship in
and around New Amsterdam in
the 1650s, religious freedom was
more attainable for Catholics in
the Quaker city of Philadelphia:
Priests were conducting public
religious services there by 1707,
77 years before they won that
right in New York. In the 1760s
and 1770s, radicals protested
Parliament’s taxes in every
American city from Savannah,
Georgia to Portsmouth, New
Hampshire, and Bostonians
rather than New Yorkers often
took the lead.

Yet New York’s special char-
acter was already in play in the
colonial era. In this city more
than any other, friction, open
rivalry, confrontation, and a wide
variety of viewpoints became
the lifeblood of public affairs.
And after the Revolution—as
Manhattan became the new
nation’s largest, busiest, and
richest metropolis, a place whose
ever-increasing number and
diversity of immigrants dwarfed
anything seen before—New York
would come into its own as the
activist city.
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Flushing The final page of the Flushing Remonstrance
Remonstrance bears the signatures of 30 men who refused to
1657 turn away Quakers. The original document was

partly burned in a fire that broke out at the New
York State Library in Albany in 1911.



On December 27, 1657, 30 men
living in the Dutch village

of Flushing (in today’s Queens)
began a very public act of

defiance.

he colony’s governor, Petrus Stuyvesant,
had barred all residents of New Netherland
from opening their homes to Quakers,
members of areligious group also known
as the Society of Friends. The Flushing residents
signed a petition to Stuyvesant, explaining that
they could not obey his order: “If any of these said
persons come in love unto us, we cannot in con-
science lay violent hands upon them.” Colonists
had challenged Stuyvesant before, but rarely in so
direct and confrontational a way. The petition, today
known as the Flushing Remonstrance, shows how
17th-century New Yorkers disobeyed authority in
order to stand up for what they believed to be right.!
Stuyvesant was infuriated by the petition,
calling it “mutinous and detestable.” He sent sol-
diers from New Amsterdam to arrest four officials
of Flushing village—Tobias Feake, Edward Hart,
William Noble, and Edward Farrington—and carry
them off to jail in Manhattan. The governor believed
that imprisoning these village leaders, all signers

Petrus (Peter)
Stuyvesant undated
Unknown artist, oil on
wood panel

Religious dissenters
faced a formidable
adversary in New
Netherland’s governor,
Petrus Stuyvesant,
who ruled the colony
from Fort Amsterdam
at Manhattan's tip.

of the petition, would end the religious and political
disorder. He soon learned that Quakers, and those
defending them, were not so easily suppressed.?

The conflict over the Remonstrance was neither
the first nor the last battle over religious toleration
in New Netherland. Although they lost this first fight,
Ruakers and their sympathizers, along with other
dissenters, stayed on. And they continued to make
the colony the most religiously diverse place in
17th-century North America.

RELIGIOUS DIVERSITY

Just a few months earlier Flushing residents had
first welcomed Quakers into their homes. This

was aradical move because in the 17th century
Ruakers were considered very odd, even danger-
ous. The Society of Friends was a small Protestant
sect founded in England in the 1640s, whose mem-
bers interpreted Christianity in their own radical
way. They were known as Quakers because of their
practice of “quaking” in spiritual ecstasy when they
preached or prayed in public, a behavior that was
deeply disturbing to many mainstream Protestants.
Their beliefs were disturbing as well: Quakers
rejected all violence and war, refusing to perform
military service. They also refused to remove their
hats to acknowledge the authority of government
officials and wealthy gentlemen, and they even
permitted women to preach. Fleeing persecution

in England, some Quakers crossed the Atlantic to
North America in the 1650s.

They found an interested audience among some
of the English Protestants who had settled in Dutch
New Netherland. Seeking to expand the colony’s
population, Dutch officials had allowed English
migrants to create new farming villages in western
Long Island, in today’s Brooklyn and Queens. Many
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of these English colonists had originally settled in
New England, but seeking to follow their own under-
standing of Christianity they had relocated to the
Dutch colony to escape the rigid religious control of
Puritan authorities in Massachusetts, Connecticut,
and the New Haven colony. In New Netherland some
followed “Independent” preachers who depart-

ed from the beliefs and practices of conventional
Puritanism. They had already created a precedent of
fringe religious communities in New Netherland by
the time the Quakers arrived.

In August 1657, 11 Quaker men and women from
England landed in the city and began preaching
loudly in the streets. Many inhabitants of New
Amsterdam, Stuyvesant included, were shocked.
According to the Dutch Reformed minister Johannes
Megapolensis two of the young women, Dorothy
Waugh and Mary Weatherhead, “began to quake...
preaching and calling out in the streets that the
last day was near.” They “continued to cry out and
pray” even after being put in the city jail for disturb-
ing the peace. To Governor Stuyvesant, this public
ranting—by women, no less—and the refusal of the

Quaakers Vergade-
ring. Fronti Nulla
Fides. The Quakers
Meeting undated
Unknown artist, engraving

Quakers shocked
17th-century officials
and others by
encouraging women
to preach, as shown
inthis early view of a
Quaker religious meet-
ingin England.

Ruaker men to remove their hats before him were
acts of gross disobedience, warning signs that the
colony’s political, social, and religious order was
under attack.®

Stuyvesant believed that the Quakers were
“heretics, deceivers, [and] seducers” who would lead
other colonists into error, sin, and disrespect for all
authority. He also believed that God would frown
on—and perhaps punish—the colony for tolerating
“heretics” within its boundaries. Stuyvesant was so
disturbed by the Quakers that in 1659 he ordered
a colony-wide day of prayer and fasting to seek
God’s help in combating their “abominable Heresy.
Quaker beliefs, he concluded, were an infection
that had to be stopped from spreading throughout
the population.*

While some of the Quakers sailed off for
the English colony of Rhode Island, others left
Manhattan but remained in the area, preaching
to the English settlers on Long Island. Stuyvesant
soon had one of the preachers, Robert Hodgson,
arrested, brought to New Amsterdam, and flogged
for his refusal to perform forced labor while in jail.

»

LET US STAY: THE STRUGGLE FOR RELIGIOUS FREEDOM IN DUTCH NEW NETHERLAND



Nieuw Amsterdam
op t Eylant Manhat-
tans c. 1700

Unknown artist,

New Amsterdam’s Dutch Reformed Church (the
large building at center left with a double-gabled
blue roof) dominated the town'’s skyline as well as
its official religious life.

colored engraving

The governor also reaffirmed an existing ban on
allunauthorized religious gatherings, warning the
colonists not to harbor any of the “erring spirits”
(Quaker missionaries).®

“LIBERTY OF CONSCIENGE”

The challenge for Stuyvesant was how to enforce
religious uniformity and at the same time encour-
age New Netherland’s population growth, a bal-
ancing act that proved hard to maintain. The
Dutch West India Company had learned as early
as the 1620s that the way to grow the colony was
to open New Netherland to an ethnically and reli-
giously diverse array of settlers. Back at home, the
Netherlands’ own booming commercial economy
was creating widespread employment and pros-
perity, and few Dutch men and women were will-
ingtorisk a 3,600-mile ocean voyage to a distant
wilderness. In order to make their investment on
the banks of the Hudson River profitable, company
directors needed farmers, traders, artisans, sol-
diers, and taxpayers—regardless of their religious

beliefs. This need for more settlers, along with
his own personal religious convictions, had led
Stuyvesant’s predecessor, Governor Willem Kieft, to
promise religious freedom to English newcomers
during the 1640s. Even Stuyvesant, desperate for
new settlers, asked the company directors to recruit
“some homeless Polish, Lithuanian, Prussian... or
Flemish farmers” for the colony in 1659. By then
New Netherland’s population embraced a variety
of religious beliefs, and perhaps as many as half
of the 10,000 colonists, including many of New
Amsterdam’s 1,500 inhabitants, were not Dutch.®
The Dutch people’s own attitudes and religious
situation grew increasingly complex on both sides
of the Atlantic. The Dutch Reformed Church was
the official “public” church, enjoying a privileged
status and the support of government authorities.
Dutch Reformed ministers held Sunday services
and conducted baptisms, marriages, and funerals
in their church, the only house of worship legally
permitted in New Amsterdam. But at the same time,
“liberty of conscience”—the idea that residents of
Dutch territory should be permitted to follow their

24
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The Persecution of
a Quaker in London
1656

Unknown artist, engraving

Early Quakers
endured intolerance
on both sides of

the Atlantic. Petrus
Stuyvesant had Rob-
ert Hodgson flogged,
apunishment also
inflicted on Friends
in mid-17th-century
England, as shown in
this print.
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own religious beliefs in private, without fear of
persecution or expulsion—had also gained popu-
larity. By the late 1650s the religious diversity of
New Netherland resembled that of the Dutch seaport
of Amsterdam, where Calvinist officials allowed
Lutherans, Mennonites, Catholics, and Jews to live
and hold religious services as long as they did so
privately and inconspicuously. But Stuyvesant

and those who thought like him felt that this was

a dangerous policy; they believed that religious
uniformity, not the more tolerant policy of cities like
Amsterdam, was the key to ensuring a stable and
strong community.

Religious hardliners and liberals battled over
the same issue of toleration in Dutch colonies
around the globe. Dutch outposts adopted a striking
variety of policies, ranging from Batavia (today’s
Jakarta, Indonesia), where Dutch Reformed officials
refused to tolerate any religious services—public or
private—by Catholics or Muslims, to Recife in Brazil,
where the Dutch allowed Catholic churches and
the first synagogue in the Americas to openin the
1630s. Manhattan and its nearby village of Flushing
became two of many far-flung settings for battles
over Dutch religious policy.

In New Netherland dissenters of many reli-
gions drew courage from the situation in the
colony and the emerging practice of toleration
in the Dutch Republic, and they moved to under-
mine Stuyvesant’s control. Sensing that they
might appeal successfully for the right to remain

Jews in a Synagogue
1648

Rembrandt van Rijn,
etching and drypoint

Although no surviving
contemporary images
portray New Amster-
dam’s first Jewish
settlers, the Amster-
dam artist Rembrandt
engraved this view,
which probably shows
some of his own
Jewish neighbors at
around the time Recife
refugees arrived in
Manhattan. Like many
other Amsterdam
Protestants,
Rembrandt accepted
the Jewish presencein
his home city.

and practice their religion, Lutheran and Jewish
settlers in New Amsterdam wrote their own peti-
tions to Dutch West India Company officials in the
Netherlands during the 1650s, before the arrival of
the Quakers. The Lutherans failed in their effort to
gain approval for a full-fledged public church, and
the company backed Stuyvesant when he deported
a Lutheran minister, Johannes Ernestus Gutwasser,
in 1659. But officials in Amsterdam overruled
Stuyvesant’s attempt to discourage Jews from
staying in New Amsterdam, and they instructed the
governor to let them remain and worship in private.
Supporters of the Quakers followed suit. In
December 1657 the Flushing villagers drafted and
signed their petition, vowing to resist Stuyvesant’s
orders. Their document also spelled out their rea-
sons: in welcoming Quakers into their midst, the
petitioners noted that they were acting “according
to the patent and charter of our Town.” Indeed the
charter issued by Governor Kieft to the original
English settlers of Flushing in 1645 had promised
them that they would “enjoy liberty of conscience,
according to the custom and manner of Holland,
without molestation or disturbance from any magis-
trates.” Referring to the example set by Amsterdam,
the Flushing petitioners reminded Stuyvesant
that “the law of love, peace and liberty.. extending
to Jews, Turks, and Egyptians, as they are consid-
ered the sons of Adam... is the glory of the outward
state of Holland.” They insisted that they would
welcome into their village any Christian, including
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Presbyterians, Baptists, and Quakers, and that they
would “be glad to see anything of God in any of them,
desiring to do unto all men as we desire all men
should do unto us.”®

But the Remonstrance failed to persuade
Stuyvesant to change his views. Three of the arrest-
ed men—Flushing town clerk Edward Hart and
magistrates William Noble and Edward Farrington—
eventually backed down, apologizing to the gover-
nor and pledging to “offend no more.” Stuyvesant
released them from jail, although he suspended
them from office, and kept the rule against Quakers.
The Flushing Remonstrance itself was quickly
forgotten, only to be rediscovered two centuries
later by an American searching for Dutch colonial
documents in Amsterdam archives. Since then it
has been celebrated as one of the earliest American
declarations of the principle of religious liberty and
toleration.®

The West India
House in Amsterdam,
constructed in 1642
1663

Unknown artist, engraving

Quaker John Bowne journeyed to the Dutch West
India Company headquarters in Amsterdam,
pictured here, to challenge Petrus Stuyvesant's
religious intolerance.

JOHN BOWNE TAKES ACTION

Although Stuyvesant’s reaction temporarily put
down the resistance of the Flushing villagers, it

did not end the conflict over the Quaker presence.
Five years later, in 1662, Stuyvesant ordered the
arrest of John Bowne, an English-born Quaker, for
holdingillegal religious meetings in his farm-
house in Flushing. Bowne, officially banished

from New Netherland, journeyed to Amsterdam,
where he managed to convince the directors of the
Dutch West India Company to hear his case. “We
are known to be a peaceable people,” he told them.
Bowne asked the directors “to consider whether
[Stuyvesant’s] law.. be according to justice and
righteousness, or whether it be not quite contrary to
it.” He also reminded them that the 1645 charter of
settlement guaranteed freedom of conscience to the
residents of Flushing.®
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Bowne’s argument persuaded the directors; they
canceled his banishment and permitted him to
return to New Netherland. They also drafted a set
of explicit orders to Stuyvesant, instructing him to
“allow every one to have his own belief, as long as he
behaves quietly and legally, and gives no offence to
his neighbors and does not oppose the government.”
In doing so, the directors forced Stuyvesant to bring
New Netherland in line with Amsterdam’s policy of
toleration of private worship by dissenting groups.!!

In the wake of John Bowne’s visit in 1662,
the company directors explained in a letter to
Stuyvesant that they agreed with him in principle:
they would prefer that Quakers “and other sectar-
ians remained away from there.” But in practical
terms they could not “proceed against them rig-
orously without diminishing the population and
stopping immigration.” The connection between
the need to lure and keep newcomers, tolerating at
least some of their religious practices, and enabling
the colony to survive and prosper was too powerful
an equation for Stuyvesant and other hardliners
to overcome. Although Stuyvesant complied, he
and his allies never truly accepted the “heretics and
fanatics” whose presence they continued to view

Bowne House,
€. 1850 c. 1955
Artvue Postcard Co.,
postcard

John Bowne's house,
built around 1661, long
remained a center of
religious and commu-
nity life for Flushing
Quakers. Today it still
stands as a museum,
aNew York City land-
mark, and one of the
city’s oldest surviving
buildings.

as an insult to God and a trigger to social and
spiritual chaos.’?

The Dutch idea of freedom of conscience had
played arole in creating a climate for toleration
that persisted even after New Netherland became
New York in 1664. The English conquerors brought
their own religion with them, ultimately making
the Church of England the colony’s official church.
They also outlawed Roman Catholic worship and
priests from the colony after 1688, when the Dutch
Protestant William of Orange became King of
England by defeating the Catholic James II. But the
English in New York continued to permit Jews and
a wide array of Protestant sects, including Quakers
and Lutherans, to stay. The diverse communities
flourished, and by 1724, the churches and meeting
houses of seven different Protestant confessions
and a synagogue were open in British New York
City. The Flushing petitioners, along with Jews and
Lutherans, had helped to establish an enduring
identity for New York City and its surroundings as
arefuge for diverse believers, but also as a place
where ideas of religious freedom would be repeated-
ly fought over in centuries to come.
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“How must a man speak or write,
or what must he hear, read, or

sing? Or when must he laugh, so
as to be secure from being taken

up as a libeler?”

ndrew Hamilton, an attorney, posed

these questions in a crowded City Hall

courtroom on August 4,1735. On trial

was a New York City printer, John Peter
Zenger of the New-York Weekly Journal, who stood
accused of publishing “many things tending to
raise factions and tumults among the people of this
Province, inflaming their minds with contempt of
His Majesty’s government, and greatly disturbing
the peace thereof.” Zenger’s specific crime was
publishing “seditious libels”—criticisms of the
government—directed at the royal governor,
William Coshy.!

Indeed the satirical attacks that Zenger had
printed, most of them written anonymously by a
New York lawyer named James Alexander, were
designed specifically to anger Governor Coshy. “A
governor [who] turns rogue, does a thousand things
for which a small rogue would have deserved a
halter [a hangman’s noose]” was one Weekly Journal
barb aimed at Cosbhy. Another suggested that Coshy
was threatening New Yorkers with “SLAVERY,” and
implied that the governor might be “an overgrown
criminal, or an impudent monster in iniquity.” “Who
isitthenin [New York] that calls anything his own,”
the paper asked, “or enjoys any liberty longer than
those in the administration will... let him do it?”
Zenger’s newspaper suggested that Cosby was an
incompetent and corrupt tyrant who favored his inner
circle while oppressing ordinary New Yorkers.?

The Zenger case would later come to involve
high questions of popular rights, but at the begin-
ning it was rooted in the kind of squabble over
political power that New Yorkers had been having
since the late 17" century. An alliance of wealthy
merchants, lawyers, landlords, and land speculators
had gathered under the leadership of a Bronx and
Manhattan landowner named Lewis Morris. When

Governor Cosby arrived in New York in 1732, Morris
and his friends quickly sided against himin a

legal challenge to the new governor’s salary. Coshy
struck back by firing Morris from his position as
chief justice of the New York Supreme Court. He also
excluded Morris and his allies from the political
jobs and other favors that the governor showered
on his own supporters. Morris’s followers were “a
deluded and unreasonable mob,” Cosby complained
privately.®

As part of his effort to discredit Cosby and
persuade London to recall him, in November 1733
Morris funded a new newspaper, the Weekly Journal,
secretly edited by his ally James Alexander and
published by John Peter Zenger, a German immi-
grant. Morris used the paper to help create something
resembling what would today be called a political
party. He appealed not only to his own crowd of
wealthy anti-Cosby gentlemen but also to ordi-
nary voters of artisan and “middling” status—as
well as to Dutch New Yorkers who resented Cosby’s
treatment of Rip Van Dam, a prominent politician
and merchant of Dutch descent. The Weekly Journal
spoke directly to the “industrious poor,” singling out
wheelwrights, weavers, carters, furniture makers,
builders, carpenters, and sailors to warn them that
Cosby’s “courtiers” looked down on them as “Dregs
of the People.” On the other side, as if to confirm
the accusations that Cosby disdained common
people, a pro-Cosby pamphleteer dismissed those
New Yorkers being wooed by Morris as “unthink-
ing” people “of no Credit or Reputation, rak’d out of
Bawdy-Houses and Kennels.”

Newspaper journalism was less than a decade
old in New York. Printer William Bradford had
established his New-York Gazette in 1725, and by
1734 it was the official voice of the Cosby adminis-
tration. While conflicts between rival newspapers

34
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1 Portrait of General
William Cosby
undated
Charles Jervas, oil on
canvas

2 Governor Lewis
Morris c.1726
John Watson, oil onlinen

3 James Alexander
c.1750
John Wollaston, oil on
canvas

4 Andrew Hamilton
undated
Unknown artist

While no image of

John Peter Zenger

has survived, portraits of
the other central charac-
tersin his trial do exist.
The political feud between
Governor William Cosby
and Lewis Morris set the
Zenger case in motion.
James Alexander, writer in
Zenger's Weekly Journal on
Morris's behalf, enlist-

ed Philadelphia lawyer
Andrew Hamilton to defend
Zenger.

THE ZENGER CASE: FIGHTING FOR FREEDOM OF THE PRESS



had already erupted elsewhere in the colonies,
zZenger’s Weekly Journal became the first deliber-
ately planned opposition paper in North America.
The paper helped to focus the efforts of Morris’s
supporters to elect opposition candidates to city and
provincial legislatures.

“SECRET ARROWS THAT FLY IN THE DARK”

With its satirical assaults on Cosby’s moral integ-
rity, Alexander’s slashing language echoed that of
the pressin London, where popular “Grub Street”
publications, journalists, and pamphleteers freely
insulted rival politicians as a way to score points
with readers and voters. As Bradford’s Gazette com-
plained, the articles printed by Zenger were “secret
arrows that fly in the dark, and wound the reputa-
tion of men much better than others.” But Zenger’s
paper alsoraised larger issues, specifically about
the right of political discussion. It reprinted several
of “Cato’s Letters,” dramatic arguments for the free-
dom of expression written by two London political
journalists. “Freedom of speech is the great bulwark
of liberty,” Alexander quoted Cato. “They prosper
and die together, and it is the terror of traitors and
oppressors and a barrier against them.” The Weekly
Journal also cited Cato’s critique of self-interested
officials who prosecuted opponents for libel: “the
exposing.. of public wickedness, as it is a duty
which every man owes to truth and his country, can
never be alibel in the nature of things.”®

This defense of press freedom was actually in

The Art and Mystery
of Printing Emblem-
atically Displayed
Unknown artist, etching
from The Grub Street
Journal, October 26,1732

Governor Cosby
shared the low opinion
of some Englishmen
about the vulgarity
and personal attacks
of the “Grub Street”
press. In this con-
temporary London
cartoon criticizing the
“excessive” freedom
of the press, printers
are caricatured as wild
animals, devils, and a
two-faced monster.

direct contradiction to British common law. In
England any criticism of a public official in print
was a crime because it could diminish popular
respect for government and undermine “the king’s
peace.” Under that theory, the truth or falsehood
of the printed allegations was irrelevant; even
accurate descriptions of corruption in high places
could land writers or publishers in jail. Indeed some
English jurists argued that critiques that were true
were actually worse: “truth makes a libel the more
provoking, and therefore the offense is the greater.”®

But Zenger’s fellow citizens in New York did
not buy this argument: a grand jury refused to
indict Zenger for seditious libel. A frustrated Cosby
directed his attorney general, Richard Bradley, to
indict the printer anyway. (They did not charge
Alexander, fearing that they would not be able to
prove the anonymous editor’s complicity.) New
York’s sheriff arrested Zenger on November 17,1734.
Although Morris and Alexander could have bailed
Zenger out, they left him in prison to draw publicity
and to stir popular sympathy for the poor printer
and his deprived family. He spent the next eight
months in jail.

The jury’srole in a libel trial was supposed to
be simply to determine whether the defendant had
actually published or written the printed matter
in question; the judge got to decide whether the
publication was, indeed, defamatory and whether
the libeler would be fined, imprisoned, or both. This
system stacked the deck against Zenger, since the
trial judge in the case was an appointee and ally of

COLONIAL AND REVOLUTIONARY NEW YORK: 1624-1783



the governor: Chief Justice James De Lancey. When
Zenger’s defense team, lawyers William Smith

and James Alexander (himself the author of most
of Zenger’s inflammatory pieces), questioned De
Lancey’s ability to hear the case impartially, the
judge disbarred them. The printer’s conviction
began to seem a foregone conclusion.

THE TRIAL OF JOHN PETER ZENGER

James Alexander turned to Philadelphia attorney
Andrew Hamilton, who agreed to travel to New York
and take the case without payment. On August 4,
Hamilton rose in the courtroom to conduct Zenger’s
defense as the trial began. Over the next few hours
Hamilton offered a novel and daring argument
for the printer’s acquittal. He freely admitted that
Zenger had printed the articles in question. But,
citing several British judges who dissented from
legal tradition, Hamilton asserted that the truth of
a printed allegation against an official should itself
be avalid defense. Only allegations that were lies
should be punished: “the words themselves must
belibelous, that is, false, scandalous, and seditious or
else we are not guilty.” He further argued that “the
just complaints of a number of men who suffer under
a bad administration” should not be considered
libel. Indeed, he claimed, the printer was performing
a public service by exposing the dishonesty and
incompetence of men holding power: the people
needed “to be upon our guard against power wher- Burning of Zenger’s
. “Weekly Journal” in
ever we apprehend that it may affect ourselves or Wall Street,
our fellow subjects.” Hamilton also maintained that November 6, 1734
colonial New Yorkers had a right to criticize their 1908
. . Harry Fenn, half-tone

appointed governors. In London the right of the photomechanical print
Court of King’s Bench to punish detractors might be from Harper's Weekly
legitimate. But in New York, “a free people” and their
elected assemblymen “were not obliged by any law
to support a governor who goes about to destroy a
province or colony... [which] he is bound to protect
and encourage.””

Hamilton’s provocative argument did not end
there. He also maintained that the jury, rather than
the judge, should have the right to acquit a defen-
dant if his publication was truthful and intended for
the public benefit. The precedent of “leaving it to the
judgment of the Court whether the words are libelous
or not in effect renders juries useless,” he charged.
Instead, “jurymen are to see with their own eyes, to
hear with their own ears, and to make use of their
own consciences and understandings in judging of
the lives, liberties or estates of their fellow subjects.”

In addition to arresting Zenger, Governor Cosby's
officers symbolically burned his newspaper on
Wall Street, near the pillory and stocks used for
punishing wrongdoers.

37 THE ZENGER CASE: FIGHTING FOR FREEDOM OF THE PRESS



John Peter Zenger
Trial 19th century
Unknown artist, colored
engraving

Andrew Hamilton (right) addresses the courtin
this 19th-century rendering of the Zenger trial.

Hamilton concluded with an emotional appeal to
the 12 ordinary New York artisans and tradesmen
sitting on the jury. “The question...is not of small or
private concern,” he contended:

It is not the cause of a poor printer, nor of New
York alone, which you are now trying: No! It may
inits consequence affect every freeman that
lives under a British government on the main

of America...[N]ature and the laws of our coun-
try have given us aright—the liberty—both of
exposing and opposing arbitrary power (in these
parts of the world, at least) by speaking and
writing truth.®

Within minutes of Hamilton’s summation and
the trial’s conclusion, the jury, ignoring De Lancey’s
instruction that they merely determine whether
Zenger had printed the articles, returned a verdict of
not guilty. The courtroom, filled with anti-Cosby New
Yorkers, resounded with three cheers of “Huzzah,”
and Zenger left jail the next day a free man.

THE ZENGER LEGACY

Inthe short term the Zenger verdict had virtually
no impact in New York or anywhere else. Despite
ongoing criticisms Cosby remained in office un-
tilhis death in 1736. The Zenger arguments were
invoked briefly in 1770, when the radical “Liberty
Boy” Alexander McDougall was jailed after he
criticized the Provincial Assembly for submitting
to Parliament’s demands that New York pay to
house and supply British troops. But colonial courts
continued to hold that even truthful publications
could be punishable as libel and that judges, not
juries, determined guilt or innocence. Even during
the American Revolution, radical New Yorkers and
others suppressed loyalist newspapers, rather than
upholding the freedom of the press.

The “Zenger principles”—which held that truth
was a defense against libel charges—were in fact
largely ignored until 1798. In that year, ironically,
they were incorporated into the federal Sedition
Act,alaw designed by congressmen in President
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John Adams’s Federalist Party specifically to
suppress dissent printed by their opponents, the
Jeffersonian Democrats. But the shortcomings of the
new “truth defense” itself soon became apparent to
journalistic foes of the president, since “truth” and
“falsehood” themselves were subject to interpreta-
tion. Democratic writers found themselves facing
Federalist juries and judges, who had a very differ-
ent reading than they did on what counted as true.
By then the most radical advocates of a free press,
like New York City’s Democratic pamphleteers Tunis
Wortman and John Thomson, were going beyond
Andrew Hamilton to assert that all publications—
true or false, fact or opinion, public-spirited or ma-
licious—should be tolerated in order to allow for the
freest possible questioning of authority and popular

Printing Office In the decades following Zenger's acquittal, New

discussion of public issues. Wortman and Thomson,
however, were ahead of their time, as Hamilton had
been earlier. Even the idea that truthful publications
should be protected, and the idea that a jury should
decide all issues in a criminal prosecution for libel,
only became the standard in American courtrooms
through state libel laws (such as New York’s of 1805),
some seven decades or more after Hamilton had
first asserted these criteria in Zenger’s trial.

Beyond its specifics, the broader meaning of the
Zenger trial was that it showed that New Yorkers
were willing to challenge authority and discuss
controversial topics even in the face of active
governmental opposition. Indeed, even though the
trial set no immediate legal precedents, New York’s
royal governors took notice and stopped trying to

c. 1800 York City would become North America's leading
Unknown artist, wood city for publishing and communicating informa-
engraving tion, including controversial political and social
ideas. This engraving shows an early 19th-century
urban printing shop.
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“Float—Trial of John
Peter Zenger” 1909
Redfield Brothers, Inc.,
postcard

The Zenger acquittal later became part of New
York folklore and a proud symbol of the city's
role in extending American freedoms. This float
appeared in a parade during a 1909 public cele-
bration of the city’'s history.

prosecute other printers for seditious libel. After
the Zenger trial, the spirit of contentiousness
would never disappear from the city’s public life,
nor would the enthusiasm with which New Yorkers
repeatedly turned to the printing press—and later
to broadcasts and the internet as well—to debate
issues and stir protest.

At moments when the right to free expression
has been contested, the Zenger trial has resur-
faced in public debate as an emblem of the rights of
New Yorkers and other Americans on the political
left, right, and center to scrutinize those in power
and maintain open discussion. In 1947, during the
Cold War, New York journalist William I. Nichols
contrasted the American freedoms symbolized by
Zenger with the one-party press of the Communist

“Iron Curtain” nations. Critics of the anti-Communist
campaign then spreading through American public
life also cited Zenger. “Is there no modern [Andrew]
Hamilton to defend freedom of speech now?” asked
the liberal New York lawyer C.C. Burlingham in 1948,

protesting the Truman administration’s denial of an
entry visa to an English clergyman because of his
alleged pro-Soviet views.!!

The Zenger trial would go on to be invoked
by the anti-Vietnam War activists known as the
Catonsville Nine in 1968; by journalists defending
The New York Times’s publication of the US gov-
ernment’s top-secret Pentagon Papersin 1971; by
a Brooklyn Supreme Court judge protecting the
confidentiality of a Daily News reporter’s informant
in 1975; by the attorney William Kunstler in his
defense of flag burners in 1990; and by the conser-
vative online journalist Matt Drudge during the
1990s, to name only a few. The words spokenina
Manhattan courtroom in 1735 by Andrew Hamilton
remained vivid and relevant to activists and their
defenders: “All the high things that are said in favor
of rulers... and upon the side of power, will not be
able to stop people’s mouths when they feel them-
selves oppressed, Il mean in a free government.”!?
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The tea tumbled into the harbor
and floated alongside the hull of

the ship London.

bove, on the ship’s deck, the men who

had broken open 18 chests and hurled the

tea overboard acknowledged the cheers

of the spectators on the adjoining wharf.
It was the early evening of April 22,1774, and New
Yorkers had seized the opportunity to throw East
India Company tea—hated symbol of parliamentary
oppression—into the East River along the docks of
lower Manhattan.

Several members of the New York Sons of Liberty,
a semi-secret society of patriots, were dressed in
Mohawk Indian garb, like their comrades in Boston
four months earlier. They had planned to spill the
tea in the dark of night. But the assembled throng
was impatient to witness the historic act while
there was still daylight, and they had sent men on
board to find the chests below decks, haul them up,
and throw their contents into the river. Members of
the crowd then dragged the empty chests to a field
north of the city where they burned them in the
name of liberty and American rights.

The New York Tea Party symbolized many
New Yorkers’ active resistance to Parliament and,
increasingly, to King George III. “You now hear
the very lowest orders call him a knave or a fool,”
Manhattan lawyer William Smith Jr. wrote five
months later. “The first act of indiscretion on the
part of the army or the people... would light up a civil
war.” Within a year, colonists would in fact be in
open rebellion against the British Empire.!

What was the source of the outrage and action?
Patriots believed there was a growing English
conspiracy to force Americans “to wear the yoke of
slavery, and suffer it to be riveted about their necks,”
as printer John Holt’s weekly New-York Journal put
itin 1773. 0ver the course of the previous decade, a
series of unprecedented regulations and taxes had
burdened the budgets of working New Yorkers and
reduced the profits of the seaport’s merchants. The
unrest began in 1764, when the Currency and Sugar
Acts made money hard to borrow and required cus-
toms officers to suppress the port’s lucrative trade
in smuggled French Caribbean sugar. Both laws hurt

New York’s sailors and artisans as well as wealthy
merchants. The Stamp Act (1765) and Townshend
Duties (1767) imposed taxes that also hit the pock-
ets of common tradesmen along with those of rich
merchants and lawyers.?

These taxes also raised fears that the imperial
government was denying colonists the most pre-
cious right of free-born Englishmen: the right to
tax themselves through their own representative
assemblies. The ongoing sequence of repressive
British policies in the following years only seemed
to add new pieces to an increasingly sinister and
alarming puzzle. But also buried within the outrage
was a feeling among some that all was not right at
home—that inequality and privilege were corrupt-
ing New York society.

LEATHER APRONS

In the streets and on the wharves, workingmen and
men of “middling” status accustomed to working
with their hands—seamen, fishermen, carters, arti-
sans with their journeymen and apprentices, small
shopkeepers, lahorers, servants—were the force that

Beaker 18th century
Hugues Lossieux and
Joseph Leddel, engraved
silver

This colonial silver
beaker bears images
of the Devil (seen here
with a monster from
hell) and the Pope,
both of whom were
mocked during New
York's anti-Catholic
Pope Day parades
before the Revolution.
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put muscle into demands for Parliament to recog-
nize colonial rights. Artisan craftsmen in particu-
lar had become an important element in the city’s
economy and population. Such men—sometimes
called “leather aprons”—had repeatedly taken to the
streets to assert their rights. In 1764, in fact, a group
of them had killed a British officer who was trying to
round up civilians to force them into naval service,
and workingmen rioted against a similar effort the
following year.?

Although voting was reserved for white men
who had paid a fee to qualify as “freemen,” poor and
middling New Yorkers together had long asserted
their presence in the city’s public life, often through
rituals with long roots in English tradition. In the
annual Pope Day parade on November 5, for exam-
ple, workers commemorated the foiling of a Catholic
plot to blow up the Houses of Parliament in London
in 1605. Anti-Catholic paraders marched through
the streets with effigies, including the Pope and
the Devil, which they then burned in a public bon-
fire—much as they would symbolically burn the
teacratesin 1774.

Mixing with these traditions were the new ideas
of European Enlightenment philosophers, who were

The People Throwing
Tea Overboard—
April 1774 1876
Frederick Juengling and
Edwin Austen Abbey,
wood engraving from
Scribner's Magazine

This 19th-century
depiction shows the
Sons of Liberty raid-
ing the ship London
during the New York
Tea Party of 1774.

arguing that all men naturally shared the power to
reason and had the right to life, liberty, and proper-
ty, no matter what their social rank. These claims
had radically democratic implications, and they
circulated among New York’s artisans and working
people in conversations in workshops and taverns
and through newspapers and pamphlets. Another
influence was the “Great Awakening”—the waves of
Protestant religious enthusiasm that swept through
New York and other American towns between the
1730s and ’50s. Encouraging white laborers, free
blacks, and enslaved Africans to believe in the spir-
itual equality of all before God, the Great Awakening
also spurred the “lowly” to question the existing
religious, social, and political order.

Even New York women, barred from any for-
mal role in the city’s political and public life, were
touched by the ideas of natural rights and American
liberties.In 1774 a Manhattan teenager named
Charity Clark, observing that “the Love of Liberty is
cherished within this bosom,” wrote to her cousin
in England that she was part of “a fighting army” of
women “armed with spinning wheels” who would
free America from dependence on British imported
textiles and parliamentary tyranny.*
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The Old Methodist
Church 1768

Published by Richd. Butt,

lithograph

During the mid-18th-century “Great Awakening,”
New York Methodists, shown here, and other
evangelical Protestants sometimes challenged
traditional religious and social authorities. The
early Methodist church welcomed black as well as
white believers.

Defense of the
Liberty Pole in

New York 1879

Felix Octavius Carr Darley
and Albert Bobbett, wood
engraving

This romanticized
19th-century view
shows redcoats and
“leather aprons”
fighting over New York
City's Liberty Pole
before the American
Revolution.

NEW YORKERS TAKE TO THE STREETS

Where did loyal protest end and revolution begin®?
The line between parades in defense of British “lib-
erty” and acts of outright rebellion proved thin. This
became especially clear during the Stamp Act crisis,
which brought working New Yorkers into the streets
as never before. On November 1, 1765 about 2,000
seamen, artisans, women, and other New Yorkers
amassed near lower Manhattan’s southern tip, out-
raged at the new act, which placed a tax, in the form
of a stamp, on every printed item in the colonies
from playing cards to newspapers. They surrounded
Fort George and confronted acting Governor
Cadwallader Colden who had adamantly refused to
hand over the hated stamps. One bystander watched
as a sailor carried “an effigy of the governor made of
paper,” while others carried a companion figure of
the Devil, as in the Pope Day processions.®

The crowd soon attacked the nearby home of a
British army commander who had boasted that he
would cram the stamps down New Yorkers’ throats
“with the end of my sword.” According to an eyewit-
ness, the crowd destroyed “windows and doors, the
looking glasses, mahogany tables, silk curtains, a
library of books, all the china and furniture... and at
last burnt the whole,” leveling the house in about
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ten minutes. Within hours the shaken governor
promised that he would back off from the tax, and
as the witness put it, “the mob went home, every
man to his home.”®

Other episodes of popular resistance followed.
In January 1770, in what is sometimes called the
first battle of the Revolutionary War, British “red-
coat” soldiers and New York laborers clashed on
Golden Hill in lower Manhattan, a neighborhood
of taverns and workshops. Soldiers swinging
cutlasses and bayonets injured six civilians; one
allegedly died of his wounds. The immediate trigger
for the battle had been an attempt by redcoats to
use gunpowder to blow up the “Liberty Pole,” a lofty
pine mast that New Yorkers had erected to celebrate
Parliament’s repeal of the Stamp Act four years
earlier. Redcoats from Fort George had repeatedly
torn it down only to have it put up again by sailors,
artisans, and other “Liberty Boys.”

News of events at Golden Hill traveled through
the colonies. The reports further inflamed Boston’s
artisans and seamen in their own collision with
redcoats, which culminated in the Boston Massacre
a few weeks later. Four years later, in 1774, leather
aprons would be among the “Mohawks” in New
York’s Tea Party, this time following Boston’s lead.

SILK STOCKINGS

Seamen and artisans were not the only New Yorkers
angered by parliamentary measures. Numerous
gentlemen who wore silk stockings—patricians
like the Bronx landowner Gouverneur Morris, the
Westchester County landowner John Jay, and the
Manhattan landowner John Morin Scott, all of them

lawyers—also objected to the taxes and regulations.
These men and others fashioned their own tactics of
opposition, tactics suited to the tastes and interests
of “men of sense, coolness, and property,” as one
New Yorker put itin 1774.7

New York’s moneyed and well-educated patri-
otic gentlemen voiced their grievances in newspa-
pers, held public meetings in the city’s taverns and
coffeehouses to discuss strategy, and sent peti-
tions across the ocean to ask Parliament to respect
Americanrights. They also organized and hosted an
important colonial meeting: the Stamp Act Congress
in October 1765. Twenty-seven delegates from nine
colonies attended the sessions in City Hall on Wall
Street and formally rejected Parliament’s right to
impose the stamp tax. That same month, over 200
Manhattan merchants gathered at the City Arms
tavern on Broadway to approve and sign a non-im-
portation agreement, the first colonial boycott of
British goods. Their goal was to force English export-
ers to pressure Parliament to repeal the Stamp Act.

Lawyers and merchants also relied heavily on
their contacts in the Sons of Liberty to coordinate
action with the city’s “leather aprons.” Artisan activ-
ists made sure that the petitions of protest circulat-
ed among common people (illiterate New Yorkers
signed with an “X”). “Liberty Boys” also inspected
the shops and homes of merchants to enforce the
boycott, and on their own initiative in December
1765 created a Committee of Correspondence
to coordinate action with like-minded patriots
inthe other colonies. Over the next decade, mer-
chants, lawyers, artisans, and ship captains would
work together (sometimes harmoniously, often
not) on the Committee of 51, the Committee of 60,
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the Committee of Inspection, the Committee of
Observation, and other extra-legal bodies bent on
resisting and overturning Parliament’s policies.

But as agitation intensified, patrician New
Yorkers often found themselves a step or two behind
the crowds in the streets led by popular radicals like
Alexander McDougall and John Lamb. Elite patri-
ots scrambled to catch up, control, and channel the
energies of the leather aprons. Many wealthy New
Yorkers shared the patriotic outrage of “the Mob,”
but they also expected craftsmen, seamen, and
laborers to know their place and not to question or
challenge the existing social order. As John Jay saw
it, “those who own the country ought to govern it.”
The problem for men like Jay was that popular an-
ger at royal officials, tax collectors, and merchants
trading with Britain could all too easily spill over
into a more general disrespect toward all families of
great property and position in New York, whatever
their political views.®

For a generation, back to the era of the Zenger
trial, competing factions of gentlemen running for
office in New York had appealed to artisan voters
by addressing them as the poor but virtuous and
hard-working “bone and sinew” of the city and the
province. Now, however, such rhetoric tookon a
new life in the hands of “Liberty Boys” themselves.
Wealthy men probably squirmed uneasily when
John Holt, the favored printer of the Sons of Liberty,
used his New-York Gazette to assert in 1765 that
“some individuals...can support the expense of good
Houses, rich Furniture, and Luxurious Living. But is
it equitable that 99, rather 999, should suffer for the
Extravagance or Grandeur of one? Especially when it
is considered that Men frequently owe their Wealth

to the impoverishment of their Neighbors?” In 1766
a group of working men shouting “Liberty, Liberty”
chased an audience of well-to-do New Yorkers out of
the Chapel Street Theater and tore it to the ground,
justifying their action by declaring that playhous-
es catering to the rich were out of place at a time of
patriotic self-denial and boycott, “when great num-
bers of poor people can scarce find subsistence.”®
As the patriotic movement gathered momentum
during the early 1770s, some New Yorkers—includ-
ing about half of the city’s merchants—pulled back

1 Alexander
McDougall 1786
John Ramage,
miniature, water-
color onivory

2 JohnlLamb
1777-1890
Joseph Napoleon
Gimbrede, engraving
from The pictori-
al-field book of the
Revolution

3 Marinus Willett
1840-80
John Rogers,
engraving

Gouverneur
Morris 1783
Pierre Eugene Du
Simitiere, engraving

John Jay
c.1840-85
Unknown artist,
engraving

Alexander Hamil-
ton 1799-1808
John Trumbull, oil on
canvas

A sometimes uneasy
coalition of “low-born”
men and established
gentlemen organized
New York City's revo-
lutionary movement.
Alexander McDougall,
a Scottish immigrant
and son of a milkman,
was a ship captain and
trader. John Lamb,
son of a convicted
burglar, became an
opticianand a wine
merchant. Bornin
rural Queens, cabinet-
maker Marinus Willett
became aleaderin
the Sons of Liberty.
Wealthy lawyers
Gouverneur Morris
and John Jay came
from far more privi-
leged backgrounds,
while college student
Alexander Hamilton
shared Morris's and
Jay's conservative
social views.
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John Malcolm. British Commisioner tarred

and feathered. Jan 2,1774 c. 1903

American Historical Art Publishing Co., postcard
York City.

from the most extreme measures of the leather
aprons, fearful that radical tactics were leading

to a total breakdown in social and political order.
Wealthier patriots were troubled by the asser-
tiveness of leather-aproned radicals who sought

to shape and guide decision-making as well as to
intimidate “Tories” in the streets. “The mob begin to
think and reason,” Gouverneur Morris complained
privately in May 1774 after Manhattan artisans
formed a Mechanics Committee to counterbalance
the Chamber of Commerce established by mer-
chants. “They will bite, depend upon it,” Morris add-
ed. “The gentry begin to fear this.. we shall be under
the worst of all possible dominions; we shall be
under the domination of a riotous mob.” Those New
Yorkers who stayed loyal to the crown were even
more outraged. Judge Thomas Jones, a conservative
who became a loyalist, watched in disgust in 1775
as Liberty Boy Isaac Sears led a procession through
the streets, which Jones denounced as “a mob of

This 20th-century postcard envisions the rough
treatment of a Boston loyalist in 1774, similar to
incidents of crowd violence against Tories in New

negroes, boys, sailors, and pick-pockets” who were
“inviting all mankind” to defend what they called
“the ‘injured rights and liberties of America.’””*®

THE REVOLUTION

Despite the misgivings of gentlemen like Morris
and the contempt of Tories like Jones, the more
radical style of resistance—the willingness of
common men and women to identify and rough

up “enemies of the people” in public rituals—
became even more open after the outbreak of the
Revolutionary War at Lexington and Concord in
Massachusetts in April 1775. That summer, a new
revolutionary city government wrested power from
the old colonial authorities in New York and created
militia regiments loyal to the Continental Congress.
Supporters of the King now became targets. By
June 1776 crowds were seizing Tories, including
“gentlemen,” stripping them naked and riding them
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New York. Statue of
George Il demol-
ished 19th century
Unknown artist, engraving

OnJuly 9,1776, New Yorkers tore down the
statue of George Il at Bowling Green, symbol-
izing their willingness to fight for independence
from Great Britain.

onrails around New York City. A horrified Henry
Brevoort watched as Theophilus Hardenbrook, a
loyalist architect, was “taken from his house by
a desperate mob, who tore all his clothes from his
body, rode him round the city in a cart, pelted and
beat him with sticks” until he was nearly dead.
Despite their revulsion at such rough justice,
numerous men and women of property stayed
loyal to the rebel cause. Indeed it was affluent
gentlemen from throughout the 13 colonies who
drafted and signed a Declaration of Independence
in Philadelphia in early July 1776. And though the
events that unfolded at Bowling Green in front of
Fort George five days later, on July 9, 1776, were
the most radical of all, they drew the support of
Jay, Morris, and other propertied patriots as well
as of “the Mob.” As copies of the Declaration of
Independence were read aloud to Continental Army
regiments guarding the city, a crowd pulled down
the statue of George III on horseback that New
Yorkers had erected in 1770 to celebrate Parliament’s
repeal of the Stamp Act. By symbolically toppling
the king, patriots cut themselves free from over a
century of British rule in New York, and from their
identity as Britons that had shaped every aspect of
theirlives. The statue was shattered and hauled to
Connecticut to be turned into musket balls for the
Continental Army now fighting for the United States
of America. One patriot noted that the king’s troops
might soon have “melted majesty fired at them.”!?
The revolution would continue to contain (if
sometimes just barely) the tensions between leather

aprons and silk stockings. After George Washington
and the Continental Army suffered a disastrous
defeat in the Battle of Brooklyn in September 1776,
New York City became the command center and
principal base for the British military and Tory
sympathizers. Like other patriots across North
America, the New Yorkers who now spent long years
inthe Continental Army, Navy, and state militias
reflected the same social divisions that had shaped
the emerging imperial crisis for over a decade.
Artisans, farmers, seamen, laborers, and boys filled
the ranks of Washington’s fighting regiments as
foot soldiers. On the other hand, with a few notable
exceptions, Washington’s officer corps was populat-
ed by propertied men including young New Yorkers
such as Alexander Hamilton, a college student,

and Aaron Burr, a law student. The affluent land-
holders Gouverneur Morris, John Jay, and Robert R.
Livingston drafted New York’s revolutionary State
Constitution of 1777. That document freed Roman
Catholics to worship openly in New York, but also
confirmed that the poorest men would not be
allowed to vote.

In November 1783 George Washington led his
triumphant army into the streets of New York and
the occupying redcoats sailed away to Britain and
Canada (taking thousands of pro-English New
Yorkers, and African Americans who had fought
on the British side, with them). Some of the leather
aprons found opportunity in this moment of transi-
tion, parlaying their roles as victorious revolution-
aries into positions of stature. Isaac Sears invested
in a venture that opened up Chinese trade to New
York merchants, Alexander McDougall helped
Alexander Hamilton found the Bank of New York,
and Marinus Willett became a State Assemblyman,
New York County Sheriff, and Mayor of New York
City. Meanwhile, other men who had helped fill the
ranks of the Continental Army and Navy returned to
their homes and livelihoods in Manhattan’s artisan
and waterfront neighborhoods. Victory had been the
shared accomplishment of leather aprons and silk
stockings, even as they resumed life in a city where
old social divisions remained intact and new ones
arose. Those divisions would spark future conflicts
and future activism in the name of the revolution’s
principles of liberty and independence.
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New York emerged as the new
nation’s largest and richest city
after the American Revolution. By
1810 1ts population of over 96,000
and 1ts booming maritime trade
enabled 1t to surpass Philadelphia
as North America’s leading urban
and comimerclal center.




argo ships lined East River

docks, merchants swarmed
Manhattan auction rooms to
buy and sell goods, and cart driv-
ers, sailors, and pedestrians
jostled each other in the city’s
streets. “Every thing was in mo-
tion,” an English visitor observed
in 1807, “all was life, bustle, and
activity. The people were scam-
pering in all directions to trade
with each other.”

Between the end of the

Revolution and the mid-1820s,
a series of innovations secured
New York’s dominance of the
American economy. Manhattan
merchants began trade with
China, came to control much

Five Points, 1827

c. 1850

McSpedon & Baker,
hand-colored lithograph

of the export of cotton from the
American South to Europe and
with other New Yorkers supported
the construction of the Erie Canal,
which opened the city to trade
with the western frontier. In the
1830s the money accumulated

by these merchants made the
banks and insurance companies
of Wall Street the financial hub

of the Western Hemisphere. The
nation’s fanciest retail stores
lined Broadway, while on nearby
streets master craftsmen em-
ployed working men and women
to mass produce an accelerating
flow of goods for the city’s and
nation’s growing populations

of consumers. New residential

New York's exploding population, the growth

of urban poverty, and the apparent disorder of
neighborhoods like the racially mixed Five Points
triggered responses from an array of 19th-century
activists and reformers.

neighborhoods spread steadily
northward on Manhattan Island
and across the East River in
Brooklyn and Williamsburg as
jobs drew waves of immigrants
from Europe and migrants from
American farms, towns, and other
cities. As journalist and poet Walt
Whitman proudly declared in
1842, New York City had become
“the heart, the brain, the focus,
the main spring, the pinnacle, the
extremity, the no more beyond,

of the New World.”

New York also became the
nation’s most important city for
activist movements for social
and political reform. Members
of the wealthy merchant elite,
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Sons of Temperance
apron and neck piece
1845

Satin and cotton with sequins,
ribbon, sunburst, braid, tassel,
and fringe

The Sons of Temperance,
an all-male society founded
in New York City in 1842,
adopted these special
aprons and neck pieces

as marks of membership.
With chapters across the
nation, the Sons urged
Americans to renounce
alcohol and seek “virtue,
morality, and sobriety.” Fe-
male temperance activists
worked in their own organi-
zations such as the Martha
Washington Temperance
Society (founded in 1841).
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poor working people, ex-slaves,
and everyone in between took
part in crusades against slavery,
prostitution, illiteracy, irreligion,
juvenile delinquency, poverty,
the excessive use of alcohol,

and other conditions they saw

as social evils. These various
movements were largely national
in scope; New York City did not
monopolize them. But the city’s
wealth, its dominance in commu-
nications and publishing, its cen-
tralrole in the exchange of people
and new ideas between Europe
and America, and its dense net-
works of social organizations all
gave New York a lead position in
what historians have called the
“Benevolent Empire” of reform.
By 1842, for instance, Nassau
Street in lower Manhattan was
the headquarters for 13 local and
national antislavery, temper-
ance, anti-prostitution, Sunday
School, Bible, tract, and mission-
ary societies. The same neigh-
borhood, which had become the
nation’s most important printing
district, churned out thousands
of reform-minded books, tracts,
pamphlets, circulars, leaflets,
magazines, newspapers, and
illustrations. The close proxim-
ity of the city’s main post office

in City Hall Park allowed such
materials to be mailed across the
country toreach the “unsaved”
everywhere.

New York activists—whether
working-class labor unionists,
middle-class founders of Sunday
Schools, or rich abolitionist
merchants—shared an optimism
and a zeal rooted in the belief
that the American Revolution
had created a republic pledged
to ever-expanding virtue: a free
people should and would choose
to doright and reject wrong. Many
activists, aflame with the evan-
gelical religious faith kindled

by the nationwide Second Great
Awakening (c. 1800-60), also
shared the conviction that
Protestant Christianity would

be the means of purifying and
perfecting American institu-
tions while saving souls. “We are
placed here as stewards for God,”
Gerard Hallock of the New York
Tract Society declared in 1828,
and many activists agreed with
him that God expected the devout
torescue others from sin, vice,
and hardship.

Inspired by that belief, evan-
gelical Protestant and Quaker
New Yorkers aided fugitive slaves,
established Houses of Refuge
for poor orphans and “fallen
women,” and personally went
door to door in the city’s slum
districts distributing Bibles and
religious tracts (pamphlets). In
an urban society where new
ideas about femininity kept
most middle-class and wealthy
women from meaningful careers,
male abolitionists encouraged
Protestant women to play a pub-
lic role as volunteer activists—a
role that by 1848 helped spark the
women’s rights movement in New
York and across the country.

Activists, however, did not
always interact harmoniously. As
New York experienced explosive
growth in population, business,
and diversity, social change
encouraged movements offering
starkly conflicting responses
to new urban tensions. Some
Protestants, blaming Catholic
immigrants for the miseries
of poor neighborhoods like
Manhattan’s Five Points and
Brooklyn’s Kelsey’s Alley, cre-
ated nativist secret societies
toreduce the political power
of the foreign-born. Catholic
activists responded by creating
their own networks of self-help
organizations and schools to

protect and nurture their com-
munity. Freed from the last legal
bonds of slavery in 1827, the
city’s African Americans found
themselves fighting local racism
and discrimination in multiple
forms, even as they worked to
help free their enslaved brothers
and sisters in the South. White
workingmen (and some work-
ingwomen), facing New York’s
ongoing industrial revolution
and growing divides between
employers and wage laborers,
formed labor unions. At different
times between the 1810s and
1860s, groups of working people
also engaged in an array of
other movements, ranging from
evangelical revivals, temper-
ance crusades, and party politics
to experiments with socialist
communes, dietary reform, and
drives for an improved and
expanded public school system.
By the Civil War (1861-65)

New York City, with over 800,000
people the largest metropolis in
the Americas and the nation’s
“capital” of commerce, finance,
industry, immigration, media,
and culture, was also one of the
world’s great incubators of reform
and agitation. It would continue
to play that role as Americans
faced the growing conflicts and
inequalities generated by an
industrializing, urbanizing, and
immigrant-driven economy—
conditions that New Yorkers had
already confronted during the
first half of the 19t century.

SEAPORT CITY: 1783-1865






CHAPTER FOUR

Workingmen
&c ATistocrats:
New YOork's
[Lano
NMovement
l'akes shape

View of Broadway, Throughout the early and mid-19th century,
New-York from lower Manhattan was filled with tailors' shops
Hospital to Leonard like the one at left—battlegrounds in struggles
Street, West-Side between masters and journeymen over wages
1855 and advancement.

Frederick Heppenheimer,
hand colored lithograph
(detail)



“The Rich against the Poor! Judge
Edwards, the tool of the Aristocracy,
against the People! Mechanics and
workingmen! A deadly blow has
been struck at your Liberty! The
prize for which your fathers fought
has been robbed from you! The
Freemen of the North are now on a
level with the slaves of the South!”!

hese words were plastered in leaflets on
New York City walls by angry laborers in
June 1836. A jury had just found 20 tailors
guilty of “riot and conspiracy injurious
to trade and commerce.” The men on trial were
journeymen—trainees hoping to become master
tailors. They were also members of the Association
of Journeymen Tailors, a “trades union” they had
formed to win higher wages from the master crafts-
men they worked for.?

The Association demanded higher pay for its
members and tried to block all journeymen—mem-
bers or not—from accepting lower wages. This pol-
icy led to the jury’s verdict: the men were guilty of
illegally interfering with free transactions between
employers and employees. In effect, the trial was
about the very question of whether workers could
band together to counterbalance the power held by
employers who hired, fired, and paid them. Judge
Ogden Edwards had openly sided with the pros-
ecution, telling the jurors that trade unions were

“illegal combinations” and that in his opinion the
defendants were guilty.®

On June 11 Edwards handed down the sentenc-
es: Henry Faulkner, the Association’s president,
was fined $150 (over $3,000 today), a “ringlead-
er” was fined $100, and the others had to pay $50
each. Many wealthy and middle-class New Yorkers

breathed a sigh of relief. In their view, the journey-
men’s association had turned the city into a war
zone. Inthe winter of 1835-36 unionists had called
a strike and reportedly threatened to cut off the
hands of—or even kill—workers who accepted lower
wages. The New York Enquirer reported that strik-
ers “assembled in front of those shops in Broadway,
against the owners of which they have declared
war” to identify the journeymen who were still
going to work.*

Even more frightening was the fact that the
union movement was spreading. And while most
union members worked in skilled crafts, unskilled
laborers also went on strike without having formed
unions. In February 1836, for example, longshore-
men, ship riggers, and construction laborers walked
off their worksites, demanding higher pay. They
scuffled with city watchmen until Mayor Cornelius
Lawrence called in the National Guard, marking
the first time that New York City’s officials used
military force to break up a strike. Later that year
former Mayor Philip Hone wrote that unions were
proof of a “spirit of faction and contempt of the
laws” stirred up by “vile foreigners.” The New York
Commercial Advertiser agreed, denouncing the
tailors’ association as a “lawless combination” that
could only bring “evil consequences.”®
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The Tailor 1836
Edward Hazen, engraving
from The panorama of
professions and trades; or
Every man'’s book

As master tailors measure a customer, journey-
men sitting on the counter (right) stitch garments
in this view of a traditional tailoring shop.

City Hall Park from
the Northwest
Corner of Chambers
Street 1825

Arthur J. Stansbury,
watercolor on paper

The open expanse of
City Hall Park, official-
ly completedin 1812,
provided space for
mass protests and ral-
lies by working people,
antislavery activists,
and others.

But other New Yorkers had a very different re-
sponse to the trial. On June 13,1836 at least 27,000
people crowded into City Hall Park in the largest
protest meeting ever held in America to that date,
echoing the outrage of the “Rich against the Poor”
leaflet posted a few days earlier. Other unions—the
Trade Society of Ladies Shoemakers and the Trade
Society of Pianoforte Manufacturers—had already
announced their support. Brooklyn’s Union Society
of Journeymen Tailors promised not to work for
Manhattan workshops that refused to raise wages.
The park was filled with thousands of union mem-
bers pledging to pay the men’s fines.

The protests showed that New York was becom-
ing not only the nation’s leading manufacturing
city, but also a battleground between employers
and laborers. At the end of the rally, some expressed
their rage by setting an effigy of Judge Edwards on
fire, although the thousands of protesters then went
home peacefully. Their anger, their sheer numbers,
and their willingness to organize were already
making New York City a focal point of the nation’s
labor movement. The episode would prove to be just
one shot in an ongoing, turbulent, decades-long con-
frontation between bosses and workers in New York
City’s workshops, factories, streets, and courtrooms.

WORKINGMEN & ARISTOCRATS: NEW YORK’S LABOR MOVEMENT TAKES SHAPE



A Work-Room Increasingly, garment factories like Douglas &

in Douglas & Sherwood'’s on White Street hired women and
Sherwood’s Skirt other relatively unskilled workers. They could
Manufactory 1859 be paid a lower wage than journeymen tailors

Unknown artist, expected toreceive.

line engraving

MECHANICS AND BOSSES

Going on strike (or “turning out”) was a tactic that
had been used by workers in New York long before
the 1830s. More than 150 years earlier, in 1677 and
1684, cart drivers went on strike to protest city
regulations; the city government punished them
with fines. Strikes by bakers and others followed
in the 18™ century.

But it was the transformation of manufactur-
ing after the American Revolution that fostered an
activist labor movement in the city. Artisans, or

“mechanics”—the master craftsmen, journeymen,
and apprentices who built the city’s houses, clothed
its people, produced much of their food, printed their
books, and put together their furniture and ships—
made up at least 40 percent of the city’s male work
force in the early 19" century. Traditionally master
artisans in small workshops trained apprentices
who became journeymen and, in turn, masters
themselves; all shared pride in their skill and their
identity as “producers.”

In the early 19 century, however, new canals
and shipping lines, credit networks, and an influx
of immigrant laborers began to change all that.

Now master artisans moved towards mass produc-
tion aimed at expanding markets in New York, the
western states and territories, and the coastal South.
Rather than train apprentices and journeymen to
become skilled masters themselves, employers

cut costs and sped up production. They simpli-

fied tasks and divided them among undertrained
apprentices, underemployed journeymen, women,
children, or immigrants. Workshops increasingly
looked like small factories; many masters also “put
out” work to families to do at home in tenements
and shanties nearhy.

This industrial revolution helped New York City
catch up with Philadelphia as the nation’s manufac-
turing center (arace New York would win by 1850)
but it also split the artisan community. It separated
prosperous “bosses” from poor wage laborers, and
both of them from the journeymen who were still
hoping to become masters but feared sinking into

“wage slavery” and poverty. Where they had once
seen themselves as masters-in-training, journey-
men now began identifying as “workingmen” in
conflict with greedy “aristocrats”—a term they
applied to artisan bosses as well as wealthy mer-
chants, lawyers, and bankers.
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POLITICAL ACTION

Inresponse to these challenges, some New York
journeymen turned to politics. In 1829 they came
together to form the Workingmen’s Party, dedicated
to electing men to office who would support their
agenda. “We have nothing to hope from the aristo-
cratic orders of society,” the party proclaimed. Party
leaders used newspapers such as the Working Man’s
Advocate and The Man to spread radical new visions
of how society could be reorganized. Robert Dale
Owen argued for a state-run education system, in
which children would be taken from their parents
and given “equal food, clothing and instruction,
at the public expense,” as a way to remake America
as a place of equal opportunity. Machinist Thomas
Skidmore proposed a “General Division” of proper-
ty every generation, so no American would own
much more or less than any other—a true system of
equality, as he saw it.®

Many Workingmen’s Party members helieved
that the industrial revolution itself was hardening
class divisions in New York. Printer George Henry
Evans warned that the factory system could “de-
stroy the dearest rights of freemen and convert

their offspring into mere machines.” Seeking new
political allies, and torn between their sense of
being “plain, practical mechanics” and their desire
to become master artisans, the Workingmen’s Party
embraced a wide and somewhat vague definition
of who could be counted as a “working man” (“small
capitalists” were in, but wealthy bankers were out).”
The “Workies” (as contemporaries called them)
managed to elect a carpenter to the State Assembly
in 1829, a year when they won 6,000 out of 21,000
city votes. But the party was split by competing
agendas and it soon splintered into rival factions.
By 1836 it was dead. Still, its influence lived on
within labor unions, as well as in the “Loco Foco”
wing of the city’s Democratic Party, which brought
some of the “Worky” concerns about inequali-
ty into the mainstream of New York City politics.
Democratic editors like the Evening Post’s William
Cullen Bryant blasted the “injustice” of the ver-
dictin the journeymen tailors’ trial. At the same
time, these same editors and party leaders ignored
or ridiculed the more radical visions of Owen and
Skidmore, helping to drive such ideas out of the
mainstream of city politics.®

Agrarian Working-
men’s Party of New
York City c. 1830
Unknown artist, political
cartoon

This Workingmen's
Party cartoon con-
trasts a corrupt politi-
cian serving the devil
(left) with an honest
candidate (right) who
addresses a figure of
Liberty and vows to
protect “the Poor” and
“the Mechanic.”
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UNION MEN AND WOMEN

As the tailors’ trial shows, in addition to political
organizing workers also fought for their rights
by organizing into labor unions. New York’s first
permanent union, a journeyman printers’ society

formed in 1794, had been quickly followed by others.

The key weapon of unions was the strike, and New
York journeymen launched over two dozen of them
between 1795 and 1825.1In 1833 New York unionists
established the General Trades Union (GTU) as an
umbrella organization to coordinate labor activism,
and 50 new unions came into being. They launched
nearly 40 strikes during the mid-1830s alone.

The union movement spread quickly. By 1834
about 11,500 men in New York City and Brooklyn
had joined unions; about 25 percent of Manhattan’s
white male workforce had become union men. Union
spokesmen were crafting a language of political
and labor activism that painted conflict between
masters and journeymen as the defining reality of
workers’ lives. As cabinetmaker and GTU leader
John Commerford saw it in 1836, “organized bod-
ies of journeymen should exist, to neutralize the
schemes and effects of upstart mushrooms.” By
1851 members of the Industrial Congress, another
umbrella group, would declare that for laborers the
very meaning of being American came down to “the
right to Life, Liberty, and the fruits of their Labor.”®

Unions frequently invoked the heritage of the
American Revolution, but democracy went only so
far in the early labor movement. Although African-
American artisans formed a New York African
Society for Mutual Relief in 1808, white journeymen
barred them from joining their unions. Unskilled
white workers formed their own unions and
launched their own strikes, but they were accepted
only gradually into the larger labor movement
by more skilled craftsmen. The same held true
for Irish and German workers, although they
eventually overcame the anti-immigrant hostility
of some native-born journeymen.

The city’s female workers, increasingly concen-
trated in the garment trades, also faced enormous
obstacles. Male unionists saw them as a threat,
since bosses could replace skilled journeymen with
lesser-skilled, lower-paid women and girls. The
place for women, union spokesmen proclaimed, was
inthe home; the role of men was to fight for higher
pay in order to spare their wives and daughters
from the indignity and “slavery” of wage work. As
one male labor activist described women in 1836,

Certificate of
membership to the
New York Mechanick
Society 1787

Unknown artist, engraved
certificate with wax seal

This membership certificate for the city's Mecha-
nick Society—a master's organization—is topped
by a hammer-wielding fist, a symbol the General
Trades Union adopted as its own.

“the natural weakness of the sex—their modesty
and bashfulness—their ignorance of the forms and
conduct of public meetings” ill-prepared them to
organize or strike.!®

Yet organize and strike they did. In 1825 “tailor-
esses” struck for higher wages, and they continued
to agitate over the following years. “If it is unfash-
ionable for the men to bear the oppression in silence,
why should it not also become unfashionable

with the women?” asked tailoress Sarah Monroe
during a strike meeting in 1831.In 1845 hundreds
of women from six different trades organized the
Ladies’ Industrial Association as a citywide labor
confederation against “tyrant employers.” When a
condescending male unionist offered to help them
draft an address, “the women instantly rebuked his
impertinence by saying that they were competent to
manage their own affairs.”!

LABOR WAR

On the other side, employers saw the labor move-
ment as a violation of their freedom to hire whom-
ever they wanted and to set wages without outside
interference, and they fashioned their own tools

in opposition. In the mid-1830s, New York masters
established several trade associations including
the Society of Master Tailors, which declared that
unions were “subversive of the rights of individuals,
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1 Frances Wright 1881
2 John Chester Buttre, engraving

2 Robert Dale Owen undated
Unknown artist

3 William Leggett 1837-59
A. Sealey, engraving from a painting by
T.S. Cummings

4 George Henry Evans 1910
Unknown artist, from A Documentary
History of American Industrial Society

5 Augusta Lewis Troup 1894
Unknown artist, engraving from
American Dictionary of Printing and
Bookmaking

6 Wilhelm Weitling 19th century
Unknown artist, engraving

Radical visionaries helped shape

New York's labor movement. Feminist
and religious freethinker Frances
Wright challenged the inequalities

of an emerging class system. Robert
Dale Owen advocated a state-run
educational system for all, while
journalist William Leggett defended
journeymen’s rights. George Henry
Evans warned against the factory
system and wanted the government to
grant free land to workingmen. Augusta
Lewis Troup founded the Women'’s
Typographical Union for female
printers after the Civil War, and Wilhelm
Weitling brought German socialist
ideas to New York's labor activism.
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detrimental to the public good... and oppressive
towards industrious journeymen who are not mem-
bers.” Such associations created a way for employers
tojoin together to fire or blacklist union organizers
and pool resources to defeat strikes. Bosses also
turned to the courts, filing charges with judges like
Edwards who agreed that unions illegally interfered
with free trade.’*

Court convictions threatened to undermine
the labor movement, but they also intensified the
anger of workers who believed that employers were
unfairly using the powers of the state to crush them.
The sense of confrontation took a dramatic turn in
August 1850 when some 300 striking tailors—most
of them German immigrants—gathered outside a
shop at 38th Street and Ninth Avenue that they ac-
cused of violating union wage rates. Police charged
the crowd, killing two, injuring dozens, and arresting
40 more. For the first time in America, workers had
been killed by government agents in a labor dispute.

Over the course of its first decades, New York’s
labor movement—like the nation’s—scored numer-
ous victories, persuading or forcing employers to
raise wages, shorten hours, recognize the right to

“Scene aus dem
New-Yorker
Turnerleben.
Excursion of the New
York Turners (Gym-
nastic Society)” 1854
Dumcke & Keil, hand
colored lithograph

Immigrants played an
increasingly central
role in the city's labor
movement. The Turn-
ers, a German-Amer-
ican athletic society
espousing liberal

and socialist views,
influenced New York's
unionists, as did clubs
started by Irish and
English workers.

organize, and hire only union members. At the same
time, bosses also succeeded in turning back various
union efforts and using court injunctions to break
strikes. Even more devastating for the entire labor
movement were economic depressions triggered by
financial meltdowns in 1837 and 1857, when wages
plummeted and bosses laid off union-organizing
“troublemakers,” wiping out the gains of the move-
ment and spelling the end of many unions.

Yet the era had also fostered a sense of group
identity for many New York workers. For the most
radical of them, the city had become a battleground
between classes. In their eyes America had become
a divided society, one that failed to deliver on the
promises of the American Revolution, and workers
themselves now had to seize those promises with
their own hands. They would try to do so again
during the Civil War, when over 90 city-wide strikes
would erupt. Just as surely as New York had become
the nation’s unrivaled manufacturing metropolis, it
had also become Labor’s City—a role it would con-
tinue to play for decades to come.

71

WORKINGMEN & ARISTOCRATS: NEW YORK’S LABOR MOVEMENT TAKES SHAPE






CHAPTER FIVE
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The American
Anti-Slavery
Almanac for 1840
1840

American Anti-Slavery
Society

The American Anti-Slavery Almanac, published
jointly by abolitionists in New York City and
Boston, denounced a New York law that allowed
southerners to bring slaves into the state for up to
nine months.



On September 4, 1838 Frederick

Bailey, a 20-year-

old fugitive

slave, stepped off a ferryboat onto
Manhattan Island and began his
first full dayv as a free man.

e had boarded a train in Baltimore the day
before, armed with falsified papers that
identified him as a free black sailor; his
aim was to reach Canada or New England,
beyond the reach of his Maryland masters. New York
City was a temporary waystation, a place where he
could disappear into the crowd. He was filled with
joy at the urban spectacle: “I was walking amid
the hurrying throng,” he later recalled, “and gaz-
ing upon the dazzling wonders of Broadway. The
dreams of my childhood and the purposes of my
manhood were now fulfilled.”

Joy quickly turned to fear. By sheer luck, Bailey
ran into someone he knew—another escapee, work-
ing as a whitewasher under a new name: William
Dixon. Dixon warned Bailey that “the city was now
full of southerners” returning home from their
annual summer vacations in the north and that

“there were hired men on the lookout for fugitives
from slavery,” including some black New Yorkers
“who, for a few dollars, would betray me into the
hands of the slave-catchers; that I must trust no
man with my secret.” Bailey realized that he was
“an easy prey to the kidnappers, if any should hap-
pentobe on my track.”?

After spending a lonely night on a deserted wharf,
Bailey made his way to the bookstore and home of
David Ruggles, secretary of the New York Committee
of Vigilance, an organization founded in 1835 to con-
front slavery and racism head on. Born to free black
parents in Connecticut in 1810, Ruggles had been a
sailor,a grocer, and a printer before turning his home
into a shop selling antislavery books and a meeting
ground for the city’s black and white abolitionists. By
1837 Ruggles and his comrades had already helped
more than 335 African Americans escaping slavery.

A few days later, Bailey was joined by his fiancee,
Anna Murray, a free black woman who had followed

him from Baltimore. With David Ruggles as a wit-
ness, the two were married by another refugee from
Maryland slavery. Within hours, the couple were on
a steamboat on their way to Newport, Rhode Island,
and from there to their final destination, the seaport
of New Bedford, Massachusetts. Years later, after
Frederick Bailey had changed his name to Frederick
Douglass and become the nation’s most prominent
African-American activist, he remembered his New
York host with appreciation: “Mr. Ruggles was the
first officer on the underground railroad with whom
I met after reaching the north... He was a whole-
souled man, fully imbued with a love of his afflicted
and hunted people...”?

“THE PRO-SLAVERY, NEGRO-HATING CITY OF NEW YORK”

By the time Bailey arrived on Ruggles’s doorstep,
the bookstore owner and a small band of other
New Yorkers had been fighting slavery and racial
discrimination for nearly a decade. Although New
York State’s remaining slaves had been freed in
1827, many white New Yorkers treated their free
black neighbors with suspicion or open hostility.
White artisans kept African-American workers out
of many of the city’s jobs and labor unions, while a
growing population of Irish immigrants competed
with black men and women for positions as ser-
vants, laundresses, seamstresses, waiters, barbers,
and street vendors. Black children were limited to a
small number of segregated schools. White busi-
ness owners excluded “colored” people from equal
treatment on the city’s streetcar and steamboat
lines, most boardinghouses and hotels, and many
restaurants. The New York Zoological Institute
refused to admit black New Yorkers as customers.
Nor did freedom bring political rights. New York
State’s 1821 Constitution required black men to
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David Ruggles
undated
Unknown artist, charcoal print

own at least $250 in property in order to vote, and
very few black New Yorkers had enough money

to qualify; black women, like white women, were
barred from voting completely. Even some of the
white antislavery activists were unsympathetic
to black people in their midst. For example, the
American Colonization Society, founded in 1816

in Washington, DC with support from merchants,
lawyers, and clergymen in New York and elsewhere,
argued that the solution to the problem of slavery
was gradually to send all African Americans—ifree
and slave—back to Africa and rid America of their
presence once and for all.

On top of all this, thousands of white New Yorkers
were ardent defenders of southern slavery. The
city’s economy rested heavily on trade with the
South: New York merchants and bankers shipped
slave-grown cotton to England, extended loans to

“Frederick Douglass.
The Colored Champi-
on of Freedom”
c.1873

Currier & lves, lithograph

Frederick Douglass (right), who would become the
century's most recognized abolitionist, remained
alifelong friend of Ruggles (left) after their meet-
ingin New York.

southern planters so they could plant their crops
and buy new slaves, and insured their property.
New York retailers, wholesale dealers, and work-
ing people profited when southern merchants and
planters arrived in town to buy textiles and stay in
Broadway hotels. Often those southerners brought
their enslaved servants with them, which New
York State law allowed them to do for up to nine
months at a time.

Most New York City voters, moreover, were
members of the Democratic Party, which actively
supported slavery. When antislavery activists tried
to hold an interracial meeting in the Chatham
Street Chapel in July 1834, white mobs started three
days of riots, driving some 500 African Americans
out of their homes. In sum, New York often seemed
to be as much a southern city as anorthern one,

a place whose economy and politics were bound
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The Disappointed Activists Isaac Hopper, David Ruggles, and Barney

Abolitionists c. 1838 Corse confront slave owner John P. Darg in New

H.R. Robinson York City in 1838. Unsympathetic to abolitionists,
thelithographer H. R. Robinson pictures Ruggles
as trying to extort money from Darg, saying, “I'm
afraid my pickings will not amount to much!”

76 SEAPORT CITY: 1783-1865



up with slavery. No wonder that in 1839 the Colored
American, the city’s black newspaper, blasted what
it called “the deep and damning thralldom which
grinds to the dust the colored inhabitants of New
York.” Sixteen years later the black abolitionist
William Wells Brown repeated the charge when he
denounced “the pro-slavery, negro-hating city of
New York.™

“PRACTICAL ABOLITION”

Facing such bleak circumstances, Ruggles and
his colleagues dedicated themselves to bringing
change through direct action. By the early 1830s
Ruggles was a key member in a circle of activists
based in the city’s black church congregations and
in black self-help organizations like the New York
African Society for Mutual Relief. He identified
strongly with William Lloyd Garrison’s American
Anti-Slavery Society, which called for interracial
action to end American slavery immediately. But
while Garrison advocated a course of nonviolence,
Ruggles felt differently. He called for “practical abo-
lition,” meaning that black and white abolitionists
must confront slave owners and their allies force-
fully, even in the streets of New York City. “Whatever
necessity requires, let that remedy be applied,”
he wrote in 1836. “Come what may, anything is
better than slavery.”®

Ruggles’s solution was the Committee of
Vigilance: a group of black and white New York anti-
slavery activists he helped create in Manhattanin
1835. The committee’s goal was to “protect unof-
fending, defenseless, and endangered persons of
color, by securing their rights as far as practicable.”
Ruggles was the committee’s secretary and lead
actor, and New York, as the nation’s major seaport,
gave him plenty of opportunities to put theory
into practice. In December 1836, for example, after
the Portuguese slave ship Brilliante arrived in the
harbor with five enslaved Africans on board, sev-
eral men connected to Ruggles sprang into action.
On Christmas Eve they stormed the Brilliante and
escaped with two enslaved men. When a sailor tried
to stop them, “one of the gang cocked a pistol at him,
and threatened to blow his brains out.” While the fi-
nal fate of the two slaves is unclear, the raid demon-
strated how activists close to Ruggles’s committee
were willing to risk their own safety to free others.®

The committee also used direct confronta-
tion to fight for southern slaves whose masters
brought them to New York but openly ignored the
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The Butter and Milk
Man 1840-44
Nicolino Calyo,

watercolor and graphite anti-racist movements.

pencil on paper

nine-month limit. Enslaved servants, both men and
women, fought to use the law to escape or argue for
their own freedom. Ruggles and his allies confront-
ed slave owners face-to-face to try to force emanci-
pations; the meetings sometimes became shouting
or shoving matches. In one case in 1838 an enraged
Virginian, John P. Darg, had Ruggles thrown into
jail after he tried to negotiate freedom for Thomas
Hughes, a slave of Darg’s who had run away in New
York with several thousand dollars of his master’s
money. Despite the setback, the abolitionists even-
tually won Hughes’s freedom—after the master tried
to sell him into the Deep South.

But most important to the committee was their
crusade against the kidnappers who posed a threat
to every black resident of New York City. Paid agents
and bounty hunters roamed the city, seeking to
capture runaways. They were aided by city officials
who allowed black men, women, and children to be

Along with African-American seamen, dock workers, and laborers, a small
middle class of black clergymen, artisans, professionals, tradesmen (such as
this vendor), and their families provided activists for the city's antislavery and

jailed and shipped south with few questions asked,
even though state law supposedly required they he
granted trial by jury. The city’s “kidnapping clubs,”
as Ruggles called them, went even further: city offi-
cials pounced on legally free black New Yorkers and
dragged them south for sale on the flimsy assertion
that they were runaways. Children as young as
nine-year-old John Welch, lured from his Mulberry
Street home, were caught up in this dragnet and
were sometimes shipped hundreds of miles away
before their parents could plead for their return.”

THWARTING THE “SLAVE-CATCHERS”

The committee fought back actively against the
kidnappers and “slave-catchers.” With funds pro-
vided by local white abolitionists and by a network
o0f 100 black New Yorkers who raised cash from
hundreds more, the Committee of Vigilance hired
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skilled lawyers to help captives held in city jails or
already deported to the South. Although the city’s
judges—many of them well-connected Democrats—
sometimes refused to cooperate, by 1838 Ruggles
and his committee had saved a reported 522 indi-
viduals from slavery. The committee counted on
the influence and support of its white members, but
black men and women were its troops on the ground,
keeping an eye on potential kidnappers and mobi-
lizing the city’s African-American community to
assist Ruggles.’®

Ruggles also put together a network of safe hous-
es and churches across the northeast that hecame
stops on the “underground railroad” to freedom. He
sent some refugees (like Frederick Douglass) along
the East Coast to the black Quaker pharmacist
Nathan Johnson and his wife Mary, a candy maker,
in New Bedford. Others went to the Reverend J. W. C.
Pennington in Hartford, Connecticut, and from there
into western Massachusetts, New Hampshire, and
Vermont. Another route ran up the Hudson River to
Poughkeepsie or Albany. From there, fugitives could
cross to Canada, or go into the Adirondacks.

By the 1840s, New York City’s Committee of
Vigilance had inspired the creation of similar
groups in Philadelphia, Albany, Boston, Rochester,
Cleveland, Detroit, and elsewhere, all bent on help-
ing African Americans to flee from and resist slav-
ery. Untold thousands of men, women, and children
gained their freedom by “stealing themselves” from
their owners and embarking on these secret routes.

PAYING A PRICE

Ruggles paid a price for his activism. After the
Brilliante raid in 1836, an armed gang tried unsuc-
cessfully to break into Ruggles’s home, raising the
fear that he could be seized and sent south to be sold.
On another occasion, an enraged ship captain threw
Ruggles down a flight of stairs when the abolitionist
accused him of being a kidnapper. When Ruggles
was told to make way for white passengers ona
stagecoach in 1834, he refused, only to be beaten by
the driver and several other whites.

Not only did Ruggles’s health suffer from these
assaults, but he lived a life of poverty. Despite sup-
port from abolitionists, the Committee of Vigilance
was often short of money and in debt to creditors.
He was also drawn into internal battles among
abolitionists over the role of women in the move-
ment and whether it was “appropriate” for women
to speak publicly. Ruggles, who worked easily with
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View of South Street, from Maiden
Lane, New York City c. 1827

William James Bennett, watercolor on
off-white wove paper

Slavery and antislavery jostled on New York's waterfront. Some New Yorkers
secretly sent ships to buy slaves in Africa and sell them in the South, even
though federal law prohibited such traffic after 1807. Legal slave-grown car-
goes of cotton, sugar, and coffee crossed the docks daily. However, the harbor
was also the scene of daring rescues of slaves from foreign ships.
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1 Reverend Samuel Cornish 1825
Francis Kearney, steel engraving

2 Rev. Theodore Sedgwick Wright
undated
G.S.W. Endicott, lithograph from a
daguerreotype by Plumbe

3 Charles B. Ray 1887
Published by J.J. Little

4 Isaac T. Hopper undated
Unknown artist

5 Mary Joseph Marshall Lyons 1860
Unknown photographer

6 Lewis Tappan 1873
Unknown artist, wood engraving from
Harper's Weekly

7 Lydia Maria Child 1899
From Personal reminiscences of the anti-
slavery and other reforms and reformers

8 J.W.C. Pennington 1921
From The History of the Negro Church

9 Stephen Myers 1891
From The Afro-American Press and Its
Editors

David Ruggles worked with scores of
abolitionists and influenced a younger
generation of New York activists. Three
black ministers—Samuel Cornish
(co-founder of the nation's first black
newspaper), Theodore S. Wright, and
Charles B. Ray—were early mentors.
Quaker activist Isaac Hopper was
Ruggles’s colleague on the Committee
of Vigilance. With her husband, Mary
Lyons carried forward Ruggles’s
legacy of aiding fugitive slaves who
reached New York. Merchant Lewis
Tappan helped fund the Committee of
Vigilance. Lydia Maria Child, editor of
the National Anti-Slavery Standard, also
worked with Ruggles and Isaac Hopper.
The Reverend J. W. C. Pennington and
Stephen Myers helped move fugitive
slaves along the underground railroad.

female activists in New York City, including the
black abolitionists Hester Lane and Henrietta Ray
and the white writer Lydia Maria Child, sided with
the women. He also published a magazine, the Mirror
of Liberty,in which a poem asked pointedly, “Was
woman formed to be a slave... and Freedom never
know!”

Even more troubling to some of his comrades
was Ruggles’s lax bookkeeping and brash per-
sonality. In 1842 he resigned as secretary of the
Committee of Vigilance and retired to an interracial
community in Northampton, Massachusetts. There
he opened a hospital featuring “hydrotherapy,”
seeking to cure patients with bathing and wrapping
in wet towels. But he also continued his activism. In
fact, Ruggles chaired the meeting where Sojourner
Truth—his neighbor, patient, and fellow former New
Yorker—made her first public address against slav-
ery in 1844. But poor health caught up with Ruggles,
and he died at age 39 in 1849, still fighting against
slavery and racial discrimination.

THE STRUGGLE CONTINUES

Ruggles and his comrades left a complex legacy.
In addition to the lives they saved through their
direct activism, these abolitionists succeeded in
keeping the issue of slavery in the public eye at a
time when most Americans wanted to look away.
By the late 1840s, slavery began to take center
stage in the nation’s politics, and in 1850 a federal
Fugitive Slave Act aroused the anger of northerners
by legally requiring them to do the dirty work of
returning runaways to their masters. A new gener-
ation of activists in New York and across the North
continued the struggle waged by Ruggles in lower
Manhattan.

Around 1844, for example, the black abolitionist
William Peter Powell managed to free two enslaved
African men and a woman from a Brazilian coffee
ship docked on the East River, much as Ruggles’s
companions had done on the Brilliante some eight
years earlier. During the 1850s, Powell’s acquain-
tances Albro and Mary Lyons passed hundreds of
fugitive slaves through their boardinghouse near
the South Street waterfront. Sidney Howard Gay, a
white journalist, also maintained a Manhattan “sta-
tion” for hundreds of escaping slaves. The Committee
of Vigilance became a statewide body that by 1856
had reportedly helped 3,200 fugitives to freedom.

And yet New York remained a “pro-slavery,
negro-hating city.” Addressing a crowded hall in
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the Cooper Union on Astor Place in 1860, Alabama
politician William Yancey told his listeners that
the South demanded “that you will not allow any-
one to steal away her niggers.” “No, No!” New York
Democrats roared back in agreement. The city’s
Democratic majority voted against Lincoln in 1860
and 1864, and in 1863 two of them, newspapermen
David Goodman Croly and George Wakeman, in-
vented a new word—“miscegenation”—to describe
the “evil” sexual and social mixing of the races they
alleged was the true goal of the Republican Party.!?
While the Civil War (1861-65) finally fulfilled the
abolitionist dream of ending slavery, it also brought
racist violence to New York’s streets. In July 1863
the federal draft law gave exemptions to any man
wealthy enough to pay a $300 fee. This enraged im-
migrants who could not afford the fee, who blamed
blacks for the war, and who feared job competition
from freed slaves. Their anger exploded in the hor-
rific Draft Riots of July 13-16, 1863, when thousands
of white working men and women, many of them
Irish immigrants, rampaged through Manhattan’s
streets, fighting with police, attacking abolitionists
and Republicans, and lynching African Americans.
Atleast 105 New Yorkers died (perhaps hundreds
more), over 300 were wounded, and more than 100
buildings were burned down. Mobs attacked the
homes of the Lyons family and William Peter Powell
and they looted and tried to burn the West 29th
Street townhouse of banker James Gibbons and
Abigail Hopper Gibbons, daughter of Isaac Hopper.
Intheriots’ aftermath, Manhattan’s African-
American population declined as blacks left and

avoided the city Lieutenant Peter
o - Vogelsang
The Committee of Vigilance was largely forgot- 1863-65
ten as historians in later decades focused on the Copy photograph of carte
efforts of white abolitionists or singled out just a devisite

few black antislavery activists such as Frederick
Douglass and Harriet Tubman for attention. For
most black New Yorkers and their white allies who
struggled in later generations against racism, seg-
regation, and discrimination in New York City as
well as in the South, the name David Ruggles meant
nothing. Yet in their efforts these later activists un-
knowingly echoed the defiance of the leader of the
New York City Committee of Vigilance, who had once
proclaimed, “I have tried to do my duty, and mean
still to persevere, until the last fetter shall be broken,
and the last sigh heard from the lips of a slave.”'3

New Yorker Peter Vogelsang, an activist colleague
of Ruggles’s during the 1830s, went on to fight
against slavery in the Civil War.
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Gilded Ac
Progress.

“It 1s so colossal..as to surpass the
bounds of 1Imagination,” visitor
Paul Bourget wrote of New York
City in 189¢.

etween the end of the Civil

War in 1865 and the con-
clusion of World War1in 1918
New York did, indeed, become an
urban giant. Politicians created a
mega-city by merging the cities
of New York and Brooklyn and
consolidating outlying areas of
the Bronx, Queens, and Staten
Island into Greater New York, with
Manhattan at its center. When
this new five-borough city was
bornin 1898 the city’s population
jumped overnight from about 2
million to over 3.4 million people.
By 1900 it was the world’s second
biggest city after London.

But redrawn boundaries
were not the only reason for
New York’s phenomenal growth.
Trade, finance, industry, and
immigration continued to pump
people, money, and new ideas
into the city’s densely packed
neighborhoods and workplaces.
So did a growing transit sys-
tem—streetcars, elevated trains,
ferryboats, new bridges, and, in
1904, a subway—that carried New
Yorkers between their homes and
jobs and allowed middle-class
families to move out of lower
Manhattan to newly developed
neighborhoods uptown or across

the East and Harlem Rivers.
Meanwhile, wealthy bankers,
industrialists, and retailers built
palatial mansions for themselves
on Fifth Avenue.

At the same time, New York
became the setting of contests
between competing visions
for the American labor move-
ment. That movement had
grown since the early days of
the Workingmen’s Party and
the General Trades Union in the
1820s and '30s (see Chapter 4).
During the 1880s Manhattan’s
and Brooklyn’s 50,000-member
Central Labor Union (many of
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whose members also belonged to
the Knights of Labor, a national
organization) forged an inclu-
sive movement open to skilled
and unskilled workers, natives
and newcomers, old and new
immigrants, and men and wom-
en; some Knights of Labor local
assemblies also had African-
American members. The aim of
the Central Labor Union (CLU)
was to unite a broad working class
against the power of wealthy

“New York City—
Grand Demonstra-
tion of Workingmen”
1882

Unknown artist, wood en-
graving from Frank Leslie's
lllustrated Newspaper

New York's Central
Labor Union (CLU)
organized the nation’s
first Labor Day parade
in 1882, shown here
circling Union Square.
Marching union mem-
bers carried signs
calling for a shorter
(eight-hour) workday,
and declaring “Labor
Built This Republic and
Labor Shall Rule It."

industrialists and corrupt poli-
ticians. In 1886 the CLU jumped
into politics, backing the mayor-
al campaign of reformer Henry
George, who called for taxes on
landlords, government control of
streetcar and elevated train lines,
and the rights of “honest labor.”
Republican and Democratic poli-
ticians and journalists denounced
George as a dangerous and radical
“communist.”

George’s demands foreshad-
owed the aims of later New York
progressive and socialist politi-
cians, but, even though he earned
68,000 votes, he lost to the
Democratic candidate. Many labor
leaders, including cigar maker
Samuel Gompers, concluded that
electoral politics were a waste
of time. Gompers’s American
Federation of Labor (AFL, 1886)
replaced the CLU and Knights
of Labor at the leading edge of
the city’s and nation’s labor
movement. By the early 20th
century, the AFL was the most
powerful American labor federa-
tion, negotiating with employers
over “bread and butter” issues
like pay and work hours. The
AFL gained that power by focus-
ing narrowly on the needs of
skilled white male workers, and
it rejected calls for radical politi-
cal and economic change.

Less fortunate—and shut out
of the AFL’s unions of skilled
workmen—were the laboring
poor, most of them immigrants
or the children of immigrants,
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“The Ghetto,
New York” c. 1915

Postcard the late 19th century.

Long Island City,
Queens 1898
Byron Company,
gelatin silver print

who toiled to make ends meet in
workshops, factories, warehous-
es, docks, and streets. “The Other
Half,” reformer Jacob Riis called
them—thousands of families
crammed into airless and light-
less tenement houses, shanties,
and back alleys. For many men,
women, and children these

Filling with new immigrants like the eastern European Jews shown here,
Manhattan’'s Lower East Side was the world’s most densely populated place in

Spreading out into residential neighborhoods like this one in Queens,
middle-class New Yorkers became an important force in the dawning
Progressive Movement.

overcrowded homes were also
their workplaces, as they labored
long hours for low pay, mass-pro-
ducing garments, cigars, paper
flowers, or boxes for local man-
ufacturers. Other men and boys
worked in foundries and brewer-
ies, loaded and unloaded ships,
built new streets, buildings, and

transit lines, or drove delivery
carts. Many women and children
laundered clothing, fed board-
ers who helped pay the rent, or
scavenged the streets for castoff
goods to use or sell.

By the 1880s this predomi-
nantly Irish and German immi-
grant workforce was changing.
Poverty across eastern and
southern Europe and anti-Sem-
itism in Czarist Russia led Jews,
Italians, and Slavs to steamship
ports where they embarked for
New York. These newcomers
transformed the labor movement,
forming new unions and locals
both within and beyond the AFL.
By the 1910s Jewish and Italian
union members were sparking
strikes that took so many thou-
sands of workers out of the city’s
garment factories that observ-
ers called them “uprisings” and

“revolts.” They also turned wom-
en garment makers—considered
unskilled workers on the bottom
rung of the clothing industry—
into central players in the city’s
labor politics. Sensing their zeal
and potential power, even the
conservative Samuel Gompers
encouraged them to seize their
rights in the workplace.

The new immigrant labor
movement helped sustain New
York’s role as a city where radical
ideas about reform and revo-
lution were openly discussed
and promoted. Like German
labor organizers before them,
many Jewish workers and some
Italians had encountered social-
ist and anarchist ideas in their
homelands where poverty or
persecution had led to member-
ship in, or sympathy with, rev-
olutionary groups. In New York
these newcomers were further
exposed to the crisscrossing
influences of German, Russian,
Italian, Spanish, Irish, English,
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and American radical thought
available to them in a seemingly
countless array of newspapers,
lectures, debates, discussion
groups, and alternative political
parties. Chicago, San Francisco,
Milwaukee, and other American
cities also became centers for
working-class radicals. But New
York was indisputably the “cap-
ital” of the American left by the
beginning of the 20th century,
a place where men and women
could drink deeply of the cur-
rents of anarchism, socialism,
communism, atheism, feminism,
“free love,” and birth control—all
of them calls to action.
Meanwhile, middle-class
New Yorkers—and some wealthy
ones—developed their own activ-
ist movements. Their outrage
over corruption and misspent
public funds, for example, toppled
“Boss” William Tweed’s political
“machine” in 1871. Protestant
zeal continued to shape middle-
class reform and philanthropy
inthis era. But many educated
New Yorkers—lawyers, doctors,
teachers, journalists, social
workers—increasingly believed
that science was equal or even
superior to religion as a guide to
social action. The lessons of new
or expanding fields—sociology,
economics, public health, urban
planning—pointed to the need for
hard data, efficiency, and organi-
zation in order to make New York
and the nation a better place. By
1900 New York was a hub of this
rising Progressive Movement,
in which investigative jour-
nalists such as Ida Tarbell and
Lincoln Steffens (labeled “muck-
rakers” by President Theodore
Roosevelt) exposed and chal-
lenged the immense power of
Wall Street banker J. P. Morgan,
oil tycoon John D. Rockefeller,
and the city’s Tammany Hall

political “machine.” Progressive
activists and voters would become
a key bloc in shaping the city’s
20th-century liberal politics—
even as Morgan, Rockefeller, and
Tammany remained symbols of
the city’s inequalities of power
and wealth.

Middle-class and wealthy
progressive women played a
distinctive role in the city’s late
19th-century and early 20th-
century activism. They repeat-
edly sought to bridge the gulf that
separated their own world from
that of immigrant working
women by ministering to them in
settlement houses that provided
much-needed social services,
joining them in the campaign for
woman suffrage, supporting the
great garment workers’ strike
0f 1909-10, and advocating

workplace safety following the
Triangle Factory Fire (1911). The
common cause made by women
as different as future First Lady
Eleanor Roosevelt and Polish
Jewish labor organizer Rose
Schneiderman would influence
liberalism in America for halfa
century.

Other New Yorkers, less “visi-
ble” in this era of expansion and
immigration, launched their own
activist efforts. Largely ignored
by white activists, the work
of José Marti, Wong Chin Foo,
Victoria Earle Matthews, and
others on behalf of Latino, Asian,
and black New Yorkers foreshad-
owed a later day when people of
color would often be at the fore-
front of the city’s movements for
reform or revolution.

“The Central Bank”
1910

Frank A. Nankivell,
cover of Puck

New York journalists
and illustrators fueled
progressive reform
movements when they
criticized the vast pow-
er and wealth of Wall
Street bankers such as
J. P.Morgan, pictured
here grasping for a
child’s piggy bank.
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On August 21, 1893 a young Russian
Jewish immigrant stood on a
platform in Union Square before
thousands gathered to hear her.

en and women,” Emma Goldman began,

Do you not realize that the State is
the worst enemy you have? Itisa
machine that crushes you in order
to maintain the ruling class, your masters... Fifth
Avenue is laid in gold, every mansion a citadel

of money and power. Yet there you stand, a giant,
starved and fettered, shorn of his strength... They
will go onrobbing you... unless you wake up,
unless you become daring enough to demand
your rights. Well, then, demonstrate before the
palaces of the rich; demand work. If they do not
give you work, demand bread. If they deny you
both, take bread. It is your sacred right!*

Her audience listened attentively. Many of
them were workers fearful of losing their jobsina
nationwide depression that was just unfolding. At
age 24 Goldman was already notorious, trailed by
reporters and police detectives. The year before, she
had helped her lover, fellow anarchist Alexander
Berkman, plan an attack on industrialist Henry Clay
Frick. Outraged by the killing of striking workers
at Andrew Carnegie’s steel plant in Homestead,
Pennsylvania, Berkman had journeyed to Pittsburgh
totry to assassinate Frick, who was Carnegie’s man-
ager, hoping to trigger a workers’ uprising. Though
the attack failed, Berkman was serving a 22-year
prison term. Now, carrying a red flag, Goldman led
marches through Manhattan’s streets, urging work-
ers to begin “the social revolution.” After her speech
she was arrested for inciting the crowd to riot. She
spent 10 months in the penitentiary on Blackwell’s
Island in the East River.?

Anarchism was one of numerous radical move-
ments that had emerged in 19th-century Europe
as aresponse to the social upheaval of the indus-
trial revolution. Anarchists believed that work-
ers could only free themselves from poverty and

oppression by abolishing government and cre-
ating a completely free and classless society of
producers. Dismissing elections as a way to trick
voters into accepting injustices, they argued that
workers should take “direct action” by forming
cooperative workshops and exchanging the fruits

“Pyramid of Capital-
ist System” 1911
Nedeljkovich, Brashick
and Kuharich, from In-

Although published in Ohio, this image captures
the way many anarchists and socialists in late
19th-century New York viewed capitalism. The
exploited working class (bottom) supports those
above them in the social pyramid: the wealthy, the
military, clergymen, and political rulers.

dustrial Worker published
by The International
Publishing Company,
Cleveland, Ohio
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Bohemian Cigar Mak-
ers at Work in Their
Tenement 1889-90
Jacob A. Riis, gelatindry
plate negative

Like this family of poor Czech cigar makers, many
immigrants faced long work hours, low pay, and
harsh conditions in New York, fueling the outrage
and activism of anarchists.

of their own labor free from employers and politi-
cians. Anarchists argued (and sometimes came
to blows) with other leftists, especially socialists,
who insisted that a government run by and for the
working class had to come before any ideal class-
less society. In 1872 the hostility between the two
groups had split their shared organization, the
International Workingmen’s Association. In New
York, where most anarchists and socialists were
European immigrants or their children, they often
reserved their bitterest curses for each other rather
than their shared enemy: capitalism.?

THE ANARCHISTS’ CITY

By the 1880s New York City was home to a small
but vigorous anarchist population of perhaps a

few thousand. Its members were mostly European
radicals who came to New York to escape police in
their home nations. French anarchists clustered in
Greenwich Village. Cuban anarchists made their
home among a community of cigar makers on the
Upper East Side. A growing number of Jewish radi-
cals congregated in the tenements and cafés of the
Lower East Side where they met fellow anarchists
from Italy and Spain.

But the center of anarchism in New York was
“Little Germany,” a neighborhood that stretched over
400 city blocks in today’s East Village and Lower
East Side. By 1890 New York was the world’s third
largest German-speaking community: two out of
seven New Yorkers had either been born in Germany
or had at least one German-born parent. In New
York many found conditions that seemed torival

97

“PROPAGANDA BY DEED”: NEW YORK CITY ANARCHISTS



or surpass the misery of European cities. In 1865
aninvestigator noted that thousands of immigrant
families were “literally submerged in filth, and half-
stifled in an atmosphere charged with all the ele-
ments of death.” In the city’s tenement districts the
infant mortality rate was over twice that in affluent
Murray Hill uptown. Businessmen grew rich trading
the stocks and bonds of railroads built and operated
by workers, while cutthroat competition among the
city’s garment and cigar “sweatshops” kept small-
scale employers and their laborers in poverty.*

Several events convinced some radicals that
the government and workers were already at war.
When 7,000 unionists and their families gathered
in Tompkins Square Park in January 1874 to de-
mand that the city government pay into a relief fund
to feed the hungry, they were attacked by police. In
1877 anationwide strike by railroad workers and
coal miners was put down by soldiers, leaving about
100 dead. To many anarchists and socialists, a
“social revolution” was needed in New York, Chicago,
and Cincinnati as badly as in London, Paris, or
St. Petersburg.

Late 19th-century Little Germany had its own
anarchist geography for sharing such ideas: Justus

“New York City.—
John Most, the
anarchist, address-
ing a meeting of
sympathizers at
Cooper Institute,
April 4th.” 1887
Unknown artist, wood en-
graving from Frank Leslie's
lllustrated Newspaper

Johann Most's fiery
speaking style is on
display in this con-
temporary newspaper
illustration.

Schwab’s beerhall and lending library at 50 First
Street, one of some 200 anarchist-affiliated saloons
and clubhouses; the Cooper Institute on Astor Place,
open to all, including radical speakers like Emma
Goldman; and Harmony Park on Staten Island and
Liberty Park in Ridgewood, Brooklyn, where anar-
chists gathered for summer picnics. And New York’s
role as the nation’s printing and publishing center
allowed German anarchists to launch 16 radical
newspapers which they distributed across the coun-
try and the Atlantic between 1880 and 1914.

ANARCHIST IDEOLOGY

New York anarchists spread their ideas in print,

via soapbox speeches, and in political gatherings.
Among their many leaders, the most influential in
crafting the movement’s radical vision was Johann
Most, the tireless editor of Freiheit (Freedom), a
weekly paper with offices at 167 William Street.
Most’s radical career had begun at age 12 when he
was expelled from school for organizing a “strike”
against an abusive teacher. By the time he left
Germany for London two decades later, he had spent
five years in prison and been elected to the German
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1 Der Anarchist July 15,1893

2  Freiheit March 10,1888

3 The Pageant of the Paterson Strike 1913
Unknown artist, program cover

4 Mother Earth August 1914
Cover illustration by Man Ray

5 The Masses August 1915
Cover illustration by Robert Minor

6 Il Martello August 27,1927

For decades radicals made New York the informa-
tion center of the American left. Der Anarchist and
Johann Most's Freiheit reached German speakers
on both sides of the Atlantic. The 1913 pageant
for New Jersey strikers brought New York's
anarchists and socialists together in support of
workers' rights. Emma Goldman's Mother Earth
and the Greenwich Village magazine The Masses
aired controversial political views while also dis-
playing work by Man Ray, Robert Minor, and other
radical artists. Carlo Tresca's Italian-language I/
Martello (The Hammer) lamented the 1927 exe-
cution of Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti,
Massachusetts anarchists many leftists believed
to have been falsely convicted of murder.
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Parliament. He moved to New York in 1882 when
he was released from an English prison where he
had been sent for celebrating the assassination of
Russian Czar Alexander II.

Most spread the gospel of “Propaganda by
Deed”—a call to commit acts of heroic revolution-
ary violence. In Goldman’s words this would “strike
terrorin the enemy’s ranks and make them realize
that the proletariat [working class] of America had
its avengers.” Most’s oratory stirred Lower East Side
audiences. “It was but for Most to give the word,”
one observer noted, “and the audience would rush
to build barricades and begin the revolution.” Most
briefly sought to turn words into action with a pam-
phlet on explosives, Revolutionary War Science, and
he may have secretly sent dynamite to anarchists
in Chicago. Months later, in May 1886, someone
threw a dynamite bomb into a crowded labor rally
at Haymarket Square, killing seven Chicago police-
men and at least four others. Eight anarchists were
convicted of the bombing on dubious evidence, and
four were executed, furnishing the international an-
archist movement with martyrs and the public with
fuel for their fear of anarchists.®

“Propaganda by Deed” divided New York’s

anarchists, as did a host of other tactical and phil-
osophical questions. Was violence justified? Were
labor unions vehicles for—or obstacles to—revolu-
tion? How much organization was appropriate in a
movement dedicated to spontaneous action? And
was it enough to mobilize immigrant radicals or did
anarchists have also to convert native-born work-
ers? Individual anarchists took different (and often
evolving) positions on these questions. By 1887
Johann Most himself was questioning the useful-
ness of violence, as would Emma Goldman nearly
30 years later.

The appeal of anarchism went beyond the call for
violent direct action. Emma Goldman, in particular,
brought together different strands of thought and
action—political, economic, cultural, and sexual—
under the umbrella of anarchism. Goldman’s
eloquence in Yiddish, German, Russian, and English
made her a popular speaker among the city’s leftist
audiences. Her monthly magazine Mother Earth,
launched in 1906 from her apartment on East 13th
Street, provided an intellectual forum for European
and Greenwich Village writers. Repeatedly arrested
and locked out of auditoriums on speaking tours
across city and country, Goldman became one of the

Leonard Abbott
speaking to
anarchists in Union
Square 1914
Unknown photographer

The ability of anar-
chists to draw crowds
of supporters to sites
like Union Square, now
the city's main rallying
point for leftists

and labor unions,
frightened many New
Yorkers. Officials built
anetwork of armories
across the city to
ready the city for put-
ting down a possible
armed revolution.
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Handbill advertising
a lecture series by
American anarchist
Emma Goldman in
Portland, Oregon
1919

Inone of her last
nationwide speak-

ing tours before

being deported Emma
Goldman discussed
anarchism, birth
control, homosexuali-
ty, free love, and other
controversial topics.




nation’s most dogged activists for free speech and a
free press—rights she expected to be central to the
coming anarchist society.

Goldman brought together the causes of freedom
of speech, improving the lives of the poor, feminism,
and sexual liberation in ways that challenged au-
thorities while stimulating her listeners and readers
tothink and act in new ways. Arguing that contra-
ceptives allowed working-class women to limit the
number of their children, control family expenses,
and lead better lives, she defied official bans on pub-
licly discussing birth control. Like other anarchists,
Goldman renounced marriage as a form of slav-
ery: “I did not propose to forge chains for myself.”
Goldman was also one of the only public speakers in
Americatoaddress homosexuality as a reality wor-
thy of open discussion rather than censorship and
repression. Freedom to love, she argued, had to be
liberated from outmoded rules, the financial drain of
uncontrolled pregnancy, and sexual double stan-
dards. A future anarchist society, she believed, would
ensure these freedoms; frank discussion of them was
a stepinthe direction of creating that society.®

Organizers of the
Silk Strike in Pater-
son, New Jersey 1913
Unknown photographer

Leftists who rallied

to support the 1913
Paterson strike
included (front row,
left to right) socialist
Hubert Harrison, soon
to be a major figure in
Harlem activism, and
Elizabeth Gurley Flynn
and William “Big Bill”
Haywood, both of the
Industrial Workers of
the World (IWW).

“THERE GO THE FILTHY ANARCHISTS!”

But to most Americans, Goldman’s controversial
ideas—combined with news of anarchist violence—
discredited the movement as a threat to both de-
cency and safety. Between 1881 and 1906 European
anarchists and other leftists tried to assassinate
monarchs and heads of state in Russia, France,
Austria, Italy, and Spain; they succeeded in killing
five of them. Most horrifying for Americans, in 1901
anarchist Leon Czolgosz fatally shot US President
William McKinley. In response, New York State
enacted a Criminal Anarchy law, which became a
model for a 1903 federal act that sought to prevent
anarchists from entering the country. Many labor
leaders, including Samuel Gompers of the American
Federation of Labor, distanced themselves from
anarchists. In Manhattan Johann Most’s son,
John Jr., later recalled that “the neighbors threw
insults—and sometimes rocks at us: ‘There go the
filthy anarchists!”””

Even before the McKinley shooting New York
officials and businessmen had made it clear how
much they feared radicals. Especially after 1886,

102

GILDED AGE TO PROGRESSIVE ERA: 1865-1918



when labor unions and unionized voters flocked to
support radical mayoral candidate Henry George,
the city’s police and judges increased efforts to
crack down on leftists. Goldman was not the only
anarchist who spent time in the Blackwell’s Island
penitentiary; Johann Most was sent there three
times between 1886 and 1901.

More broadly, the threat of radicalism reshaped
the social geography of the city. After moving his
main factory from Manhattan to Long Island City,
Queens, during the 1870s, piano manufacturer
William Steinway admitted that he had relocated
partly because “we wished to escape the anarchists
and socialists who even at that time were continu-
ally breeding discontent among our workmen and
inciting them to strike.” As labor militancy grew so
did fears. Some 20 fortress-like armories were built
across the city to house National Guard regiments
that could be used to put down uprisings by the
city’s growing immigrant working class. Inspecting
the new armory at Columbus Avenue and 61st Street
in 1887 areporter noted that guardsmen could
defend it against workers “in the mediaeval manner
with boiling oil and melted lead, or even in the mod-
ern manner with musketry fire.”®

A NEW CENTURY

Despite the opposition, New York’s anarchists per-
severed, and their ranks grew in the new century.
Jewish anarchists played important roles in the
city’s garment workers’ unions. Italian anarchists,
some of whom had fought in uprisings against the
Italian government during the 1890s, flocked to

the metropolitan region’s factories. In Greenwich
Village, native-born, college-educated Americans
created a “Bohemia” where they could be free to
embrace unconventional ideas. They were attracted
to the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW), which
was founded in 1905 to spread the idea that work-
ers should form one big union and launch a gen-
eral strike to paralyze capitalism and bring about

a classless and stateless society. In 1913 Village
socialists and anarchists journeyed to Paterson,
New Jersey, to join an IWW-supported strike by
25,000 silk workers for an eight-hour day and better
work conditions. Villagers John Reed, Mabel Dodge,
John Sloan, and others mounted an elaborate the-
atrical pageant in Madison Square Garden to raise
funds and public awareness for the struggle. But
the grand spectacle lost money and the strike itself
ultimately failed.

World War I and its aftermath shattered the an-
archist movement. In 1917 Goldman and Berkman
(who had been released from prison in 1906) came
out vocally against America’s entry into the war,
but new federal laws outlawed dissent. The US Post
Office denied mailing privileges to Mother Earth
and other radical publications, effectively shutting
them down. Because they opposed the war, anar-
chists were depicted as German sympathizers or
even agents.

Tensions rose after the war as a wave of strikes
and bombings across the country further inflamed
public opinion against radicalism. The terrorism
culminated in a blast on September 16, 1920 that in-
discriminately killed 38 and seriously wounded 143
pedestrians on Wall Street—the deed of anonymous
anarchists inspired by the ideas of Luigi Galleani,
who had been an activist in the Paterson silk mills.

Nine months earlier Emma Goldman, Alexander
Berkman, and 247 other Russian-born anarchists
and communists found themselves leaving New
York harbor, deported as dangerous aliens. They
were welcomed by the government of the new
Soviet Union, but their enthusiasm evaporated
inthe face of arrests and executions of Russian
anarchists and the violent suppression of a strike
launched by anarchist workers and sailors in 1921.
Embittered at what she called “that cold monster the
Communist State,” Goldman left Russia that year,
moving first to Germany and then France. She lived
long enough to become an ardent supporter of the
anarchists fighting for the Spanish Republic during
the Spanish Civil War (1936-39) before dying in
Canadain1940.°

Lamenting the failure of anarchists to bring so-
cial revolution in America, Johann Most complained
that “we resemble voices crying in the wilderness,
kept unheard.. anarchism [is] a violet that blooms
unnoticed.” Goldman agreed that “the people are
asleep; they remain indifferent.” In truth anarchists,
rooted in foreign-language clubs and newspapers,
never reached most English-speaking workers.
Their call for “Propaganda by Deed” alienated and
frightened potential supporters. For many immi-
grants anarchism was a phase that they or their
children left behind as they adapted to life in New
York City.10
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ANARCHIST LEGACIES

Yet the anarchist tradition enjoyed an influential
afterlife, shaping the city’s and nation’s activism
in future decades. Inspired by European anarchists
who believed true freedom required an overhaul
of education, New Yorkers founded the Ferrer
Center and its Modern School on St. Mark’s Place
in 1911. The school and others across the country
became cradles of innovative ideas for children,
helping to spread the “Montessori Method” (despite
the opposition of some anarchists who viewed
Montessori as “authoritarian”) and shaping
educational reform in 20th-century America.l!
Meanwhile, immigrants found inspiration in the
feminism of Goldman and other anarchist writers
and speakers. Women in the city’s Italian anarchist
community challenged the authority of fathers,
husbands, priests, bosses, and male anarchists over
their own lives. Parents and teachers “have made
us into cooking and sewing machines,” one wrote in
1906. “In a short time we will create a new society,
where men’s supremacy over women will cease
to exist and human solidarity will reign supreme,”
predicted another in 1901.12

The Modern School,
New York City c. 1911
Unknown photographer

The teaching staff of the Modern School included
Will Durant (top row, center), who later became a
prominent writer and historian.

Indeed, anarchist ideas about gender and
sexuality provided a seedbed for later feminists.
Goldman and Berkman, for example, were among
the early collaborators of fellow New Yorker
Margaret Sanger in her campaign for legal birth
control during the 1910s. Sanger went on to win
court victories legalizing contraceptives, establish
the American Birth Control League in 1921, and
cofound the International Planned Parenthood
Federation in 1952.

Goldman and her anarchist comrades had helped
turn New York into a global incubator for new ideas
about freedom, sex, the family, and the rights of
women in modern industrial society. Their partin
helping to bring about this revolution in “manners
and morals” would be, perhaps, their most lasting
victory. And small numbers of New Yorkers—
members of the Catholic Worker movement, Judith
Malina and Julian Beck of the Living Theatre, and
others—carried forward a faith in anarchism that
would flare up again during the 1980s in efforts by
sguatters to resist East Village gentrification, in
Occupy Wall Street in 2011, and at other unfolding
moments of activist resistance.
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José Marti's Front Street office was only one
block from these East River piers and ships
that connected New York's Cuban exiles to
their homeland.



On the stormy night of April 11,
1895, six exhausted men dragged
a rowboat and several thousand
rounds of ammunition onto a
beach on Cuba’s southern coast.

ive of the men were bent on helping to lead

arevolution that had broken out against

the island’s Spanish rulers. The sixth man,

José Marti, had spent 15 years—more than
a third of his life—organizing that revolution from a
small office at 120 Front Street in lower Manhattan
and from boardinghouses and hotel rooms scattered
across New York City and the neighboring city of
Brooklyn. Now, Marti hoped, the moment had ar-
rived when Cuban patriots would free their country
from 400 years of Spanish autocracy, slavery, and
economic exploitation.

The twists and turns of Marti’s life had taken him
from Havana, where his Spanish immigrant parents
met and married, to a Cuban prison where Spanish
authorities put him to hard labor at age 17 for trea-
sonous activities, then to periods of exile in Spain,
Mexico, Guatemala, and Venezuela, and finally to
New York, where he settled in 1881.

By 1895 much of Latin America knew Marti as
an important poet, playwright, journalist, teacher,
and diplomat. But Marti’s main work in New York
was to collaborate with other émigreés in planning
arevolution that would make Cuba an independent
nation. He and his comrades were also in the thick of
the movement to free Puerto Rico, Spain’s other re-
maining American colony. (The two causes, indeed,
were intertwined in a common effort: “Cuba and
Puerto Rico are the two wings of one bird,” wrote
Marti’s New York colleague, Puerto Rican-born Lola
Rodriguez de Tio.)!

Marti’s experience in New York embodies an
important aspect of New York’s activist history.
Like generations of other insurgents, he and his
fellow 19th-century Latino activists found in the
Western Hemisphere’s largest, richest, and most
international city a refuge, a base of operations, and
a center for raising money and buying arms. In fact,

revolutionaries came to New York from the world
over. The Italian Giuseppe Garibaldiin 1850-51;
Margarita Maza de Juarez, the wife of Mexican
President-in-exile Benito Juarez, in 1864-66;
the young Vietnamese radical Ho Chi Minh and
Korean nationalists during the 1910s; the Polish
Zionist David Ben-Gurion in 1915-17; the Russian
Communist Leon Trotsky in 1917; and the Irish
nationalist Eamon de Valera in 1919-20—for all of
them New York was a safe haven and sometimes
served as a cradle for revolutions fought hundreds
or thousands of miles away.

Yet, for Marti and others, New York could prove
a double-edged sword. The city was a base for
planning freedom struggles, but it was also a place
whose businessmen were spreading American
economic and political influence abroad, especially
in Latin America—often in ways that made freedom
struggles more difficult. The sanctuary, it seemed,
was also a very real threat. Marti expressed his
mixed feelings about New York and the United
States when he wrote in 1895 that “I lived inside
the monster, and know its entrails—and my sling
is David’s.”?

LATINO NEW YORK

When Marti first visited New York in 1880 he

found a small but vibrant community of Spanish
speakers. Due in part to a long history of trade

with Spain’s colonies—which included traffic in
enslaved Africans, American-made textiles, New
York grain and flour, Mexican and Peruvian silver,
Honduran dye woods, and especially Caribbean
sugar, molasses, rum, coffee, and cigars—many
Spanish-speaking businessmen, diplomats, and
workers moved to the city. The connections between
New York and Cuba were particularly close. By 1870
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1 José Marti undated
Unknown photographer

2 Giuseppe Garibaldi
c.1870
Unknown photographer,
albumen print

3 Ho Chi Minh 1921
Unknown photographer

4 Leon Trotsky c. 1920
Bain News Service,
glass negative

José Martimade New York
his base for organizing

an international Cuban
insurrectionary movement.
Other revolutionaries who
found temporary homes in
New York included the Ital-
ian Giuseppe Garibaldion
Staten Island in the 1850s;
the Vietnamese Ho Chi
Minh, who claimed to have
lived in Harlem and Brook-
lyn during the 1910s; and
the Russian Leon Trotsky in
the Bronxin 1917.
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over 2,700 Cubans—out of a total of about 3,600
Caribbean and Spanish-speaking residents—made
their homes in the area of the future five-borough
New York City, and by the mid-1890s, 94 percent of
Cuban sugar was bound for the United States, where
most of it was unloaded on Brooklyn’s docks. A
Cuban joked in 1864 that “it appears as if New York
is a neighborhood of Havana.”?

In reality, Cuba and Puerto Rico were becoming
economic colonies for New York shippers, refiners,
and financiers, even as their peoples struggled
against Spanish political control. At the same time,
for Latin Americans (and some native New Yorkers)
inspired by the ideals of the American and French
Revolutions, New York itself became a base for plots
dedicated to liberating Latin America from Spanish
rule. This was especially true after Francisco de
Miranda recruited 180 New York volunteers in 1806
for a foiled attempt to free Venezuela, and after
Simon Bolivar (who visited New York in 1807) and
José de San Martin launched successful wars of
independence throughout South America during
the 1810s. Cuban intellectuals fleeing Spanish
punishment, most notably the priest Félix Varela in
1823, made New York their home. Varela became a
seminal figure in the rise of Manhattan’s Catholic

“Cuban Drill-Room in
New York City” 1869
Theodore R. Davis, wood
engraving from Harper's
Weekly

Cuban New Yorkers
prepare toreturn to
their homeland and
fightin the Ten Years'
War. The interracial
reach of their activism
is evident in this
engraving.

Diocese as a home for immigrants, while penning
pro-independence and antislavery tracts for Cuban
and North American readers.

As the North American city in most frequent
and profuse maritime contact with Latin America,
New York quickly took the lead over New Orleans,
Philadelphia, and other ports as the launch point
for revolutionary activism. In 1868, after con-
ferring with allies in New York, a doctor named
Ramon Betances launched an anti-Spanish revolt
in Puerto Rico. Two weeks later a Cuban planter,
Carlos Manuel de Céspedes, freed his slaves, armed
them, and launched what became known as the
Ten Years’ War (1868-78) for Cuban independence.
The dual revolutions galvanized New York Latinos.
Merchants, lawyers, journalists, and their wives
and daughters used the Republican Society of
Cuba and Puerto Rico, founded in Manhattan in
1865, to raise funds and supplies for the insurgents,
publicize their cause, and serve as a temporary
government-in-exile.

The Puerto Rican uprising was quickly crushed
by Spanish troops, and some 200,000 Cubans
perished in the Ten Year’s War. That war ended in
defeat for the rebels and ill feeling among emigres
alienated by the internal bickering that the war had
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exposed, both in Cuba and in their own Manhattan
meeting halls. But the wars also brought a new wave
of diverse Cuban and Puerto Rican refugees to New
York—artisans, professional families, and free black
cigar makers. These newcomers would play a vital
role in New York’s revolutionary agitation for the
rest of the century.

ENTER MARTI

When José Marti settled among these activists in
1881, New York’s role as an international city and
media center provided him with opportunities. In
Manhattan Marti found paying work as official
Consul for Uruguay (1884) and then Paraguay and
Argentina (1890). He also supported himself trans-
lating books into Spanish for New York publishers
who exported their wares to Latin America; worked
as an American correspondent for Argentinian,
Mexican, and Venezuelan newspapers; and wrote
for Spanish-language periodicals published in New
York, including La America, El Latino-Americano, and
La Revista Ilustrada (which reached 9,000 readers
across Latin America).

By the 1880s New York was already home-in-
exile to such Cuban insurgent leaders as Miguel

A booth at the Cuban
Fair in New York 1896
Unknown photographer

Cuban New Yorkers
pose during a celebra-
tion of the Cuban inde-
pendence movement
in Madison Square
Gardenin 1896. A
portrait of Martican
be seen behind the
woman at right.

Fernandez Ledesma and the Ten Years’ War veteran
General Calixto Garcia. Working with and among
them, Marti came to play a special role as master
organizer. A man of “frail” build and almost con-
stant ill health, he was nevertheless an electrifying
speaker. A Pinkerton detective working for Spain,
reporting on a speech by Marti at Steck Hall on East
14th Street in 1883, noted the presence of “nearly
300 people of various races and ages.” Marti’s plea
for perseverance in the cause of Cuban freedom, the
spy observed, “received an immense ovation from
those present.”

Working with the Puerto Rican exile Lola
Rodriguez de Ti6 and others, Marti also organized
several revolutionary organizations, including
the New York Cuban Revolutionary Committee
(1880). Most importantly, he founded the Cuban
Revolutionary Party (1892), which united émigres
throughout the Cuban diaspora, and its New York-
based newspaper, Patria, which Marti arranged to
have smuggled into Cuba. Many Cubans, both on
and off the island, presumed that Marti, the Party’s
official “Delegate,” would become the first president
of a future free Cuban republic.

For the 15 years he lived and worked in New
York Marti struggled to maintain the unity of the
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Ticket to a benefit
“In Aid of Cuban
Liberty” 1870

Brooklyn had its own community of Cuban nation-
alists, although this fund-raising event held during
the Ten Year's War seems directed at sympathiz-
ers among non-Cuban Brooklynites.

diverse coalition of exiled Cuban revolutionaries
that stretched from New York to Florida, Mexico, and
throughout the Caribbean. And his own struggles
in New York City became a symbol, for Marti, of the
conflict between Latino freedom and increasing US
economic dominion in Latin America. In his angrier
moments he saw New Yorkers—people “disturbed
only by their eagerness to possess wealth”—as the
embodiment of the “brutal North that despises us.”
When a servant at the Murray Hill Hotel treated him
brusquely, Marti brooded: “These people speak as if
they were brandishing their fists before your eyes.”®
Although he did not offer a systematic critique
of the American (or any other) economy, New York’s

Casanova Mansion
c.1915

Unknown photographer,
gelatin silver print

extremes of poverty and wealth drove Marti to fill
his journalism with pointed morals for Latino read-
ers, reinforcing his message that Caribbean revolu-
tions must create democratic governments empow-
ering “the former slave, the oppressed campesino
[peasant], and the urchin of the city streets” as well
as the island’s middle and upper classes. He spoke
out on behalf of others whose plight he saw playing
out in New York City’s streets—socialists and an-
archists, tenement dwellers, Jewish refugees from
Russia, and striking Knights of Labor protesting the
“ill-gotten wealth” of streetcar companies. For all his
hitterness about the greed and bigotry he encoun-
tered, Marti also understood the city as arefuge

for the oppressed. “New York is becoming a kind of
vortex,” he reported, “whatever boils over anywhere
else in the world spills into New York. Elsewhere
they make men flee, but here they welcome the flee-
ing man with a smile.”®

FIGHTING RACISM IN NEW YORK AND BEYOND

In New York, Caribbean expatriates also faced the
problem of racism head on. Indeed, Martirecognized
the issue as a potentially fatal stumbling block for
Cuban and Puerto Rican nationalism. Like other
white Cuban New Yorkers, Marti had grownup ina
slave society. His father briefly owned two slaves,
and as a boy Marti witnessed the whipping of en-
slaved plantation workers. “I saw it whenIwas a
child, and still my cheeks burn with shame,” he later

Casanova Mansion,
subterranean
passage c. 1910
Unknown photographer,
gelatin silver print

The exiled Cuban
writer Cirilo Villaverde
and his wife Emilia
Casanovade
Villaverde used their
waterfront mansion
inrural Mott Haven in
the Bronx as a supply
depot for the Ten
Years' War (1868-
78). The mansion’s
underground vaults
stored weapons and
ammunition that the
couple bought in New
York and then shipped
to Cubavia Long
Island Sound.
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recalled. Spain finally freed Puerto Rico’s slaves
in 1873 and Cuba’s in 1886, partly to diminish the
appeal of the revolutionary movements to black
residents. Attempting to divide and conguer those
movements, Spain also encouraged white islanders
to fear the possible political ambitions of the freed
slaves. In New York Marti denounced such tactics
and crossed racial lines himself. He relied on his
friend, the black Havana journalist Juan Gualberto
Gomez, as a trusted intermediary who enabled him
to direct revolutionary proceedings from New York.”
The bigotry of white New Yorkers, and the need
to enlist black Latino immigrants in the revolution-
ary cause, confirmed the view of Marti and other
activists that racial discrimination was an evil to be
defeated. A generation after the Civil War, New York
remained a deeply segregated city, a place where
economic and educational opportunities, civil rights,
and equal treatment remained elusive for nearly
all African Americans. In New York Martilamented
privately in 1888, “blacks are considered little more
than beasts.” Yet as early as the 1860s black and
white Cuban New Yorkers had been working togeth-
erinthe city’s Cuban independence movement,
making the insurgency one of New York’s few insti-
tutions in which any racial integration took place.®
For Martiintegration was necessary not only
because justice demanded it, but also because it was
the way to mobhilize Afro-Cubans and Afro-Puerto
Ricans in the city, in Florida, and in the islands to
support the cause of liberation. Writing in 1893
Marti appealed to the transnational émigre com-
munity: “No man has any special rights because
he belongs to one race or another: say ‘man’ and all
rights have been stated.” He worked alongside an
array of Caribbean New Yorkers of African descent,
including Sotero Figueroa, a printer who became
managing editor of Patria, and Arturo Schomburg,
ayoung Puerto Rican intent on forming revolu-
tionary clubs and raising money from scattered
emigre neighborhoods in Manhattan and Brooklyn.
(Schomburg’s collection of Afro-Americana later
became the nucleus of the New York Public Library’s
Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture).®
Believing that educating New York’s growing
community of working-class Afro-Cubans and
Afro-Puerto Ricans would prepare them for politi-
cal equality, Marti and others took direct action. In
1890 they co-founded a school, La Liga de Instruccion
(The League of Instruction), at 178 Bleecker Street;
a second school was later opened in Tampa, Florida.
Marti himself taught night classes at La Liga, and

Sefioras de la Liga
1899
Unknown photographer

This page from a Spanish-language book
published in New York in 1899 suggests the role
played by women of African descent in the Cuban
and Puerto Rican independence movements both
on theislands and in New York City.

brought his daughter, Maria Mantilla, to play piano
at the school on Monday evenings.

Marti’s outspoken activism against racism—
at atime when few native white New Yorkers chal-
lenged it—earned him the support of black Latinos
in New York’s cigar factories. According to Bernardo
Vega, a later Puerto Rican émigre who knew some
of Marti’s former comrades during the 1910s, the
city’s Latino cigar makers, black, white, and of
mixed race, declared December 24,1893 “The Day
of the Homeland” and each worker set aside one
day’s pay. They then presented $12,000 to Marti for
the revolutionary cause.!®
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1 Emilia Casanova de Villaverde
1874
Unknown photographer

2 Seiior Sotero Figueroa 1899
Unknown photographer

3 Calixto Garcia Ifiiquez 1898
Unknown photographer

4 Lola Rodriguez de Ti6 1898
Unknown photographer

5 Rafael Serra 1899
Unknown photographer

5 Arthur Alfonso Schomburg
1900-35
Unknown photographer

The revolutionary movement included
Cuban and Puerto Rican New Yorkers
of both sexes and of European, African,
and mixed ancestries in import-

ant positions. Emilia Casanova de
Villaverde founded La Hijas de Cuba
(the Daughters of Cuba, 1869) for

New York women supporting the Ten
Year's War. Puerto Rican printer and
writer Sotero Figueroa was described
as José Marti's “right hand.” Calixto
Garcialed troops in both the Ten Year's
War and the 1895 Cuban revolution.
Marti's collaborator Lola Rodriguez de
Tié championed both the Puerto Rican
and Cuban independence move-
ments. Rafael Serra sought to sustain
those movements among Latino New
Yorkers following Marti's death, as did
historian and book collector Arthur
Schomburg.
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“THIS POISONED CUP”

“Everything binds me to New York, at least for the
next few years of my life,” Marti had written a friend
in 1887, “everything binds me to this poisoned cup.”
The dual nature of New York confronted Marti

and his comrades daily. Strategically situated near
a Western Union office and the piers of steamship
lines that traded with the Caribbean, even the
location of Marti’s Front Street office captured the
contradictions. It symbolized both the centrality

of New York to his revolution and the ever-growing

“Cuba’s heroes and their flag” 1896
J. Weisenback Lith., chromolithograph

New Yorkers celebrated Marti and oth-
er Cuban heroes as the island’s war for
independence continued in 1896. The
Cuban flag had been designed by po-
litical exiles in New York City in 1850;
other exiles would use it as inspiration
for the Puerto Rican flag, which they
designed in New York in 1892.

ambitions of New York telegraph and shipping
magnates to shape Latin American affairs for their
own benefit.?

Between 1892 and 1894, New York became
Marti’s home base for multiple journeys aimed at
bringing the revolution to fruition. His meetings
with Cubans in the Dominican Republic, Haiti,
Costa Rica, Jamaica, Panama, New Orleans, and
Philadelphia forged a strategy for invading the
home island, while his ecstatic reception by thou-
sands of cigar makers in Key West and Tampa
gave him the popular mandate and funding that
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sometimes eluded him among New York’s faction-
alized exiles. On January 29, 1895, Marti and two
colleagues officially urged the Cuban people to
revolt, and nine weeks later he joined the uprising
in his homeland. Thirty-eight days after landing,
while fighting in a skirmish at Dos Rios in south-
eastern Cuba, José Marti was shot and killed by
Spanish troops.

The revolution he organized continued for three
years, but ultimately fulfilled Marti’s anxieties.

In 1898, following the pro-rebel frenzy stirred up
by William Randolph Hearst’s New York Journal
and Joseph Pulitzer’s New York World, the United
States declared war on Spain and quickly seized
Cuba, Puerto Rico, Guam, and the Philippines.
Almost overnight, Americans—and New York busi-
nessmen who hastened to buy up sugar plantations
and consolidate their operations—had acquired
from Spain the islands’ economic “empire” just

as Marti had feared.

Puerto Ricans acquired US citizenship (but not
statehood) in 1917, facilitating the waves of migra-
tion to New York City that followed. Cuba gained
formal independence in 1902, but, under the federal
Platt Amendment, the United States reserved the
right to intervene in the island’s political and eco-
nomic affairs. During the 1930s Marti was celebrated
as a national hero by the conservative military

elite that ruled the island. In the 1950s a new and
successful revolution, led by the Communist Fidel
Castro, also embraced Marti as modern Cuba’s
founding father.

But memories of Joseé Marti also persisted in
New York. “We come from the school of Marti,”
declared Afro-Cuban activist Rafael Serraina
Spanish-language New York newspaper in 1896.

“In it our soul was softened and our character was
formed.” Marti’s commitment to racial equality and
Caribbean independence lingered, notably among
the city’s Latino cigar makers, whose clubs and
unionlocals attracted new immigrants in the early
20th century, including the Puerto Rican socialists
and nationalists Bernardo Vega and Jesus Colon.
New York City remained the off-island center of the
Puerto Rican independence movement.@

A century later, Marti’s Pan-Latin activism and
poetry remain vital to many in New York’s Latino
population of over 2.3 million (now over 28 per-
cent of the city) and to millions of people across
“Our America.” Meanwhile, each day thousands of
pedestrians stroll along the southern boundary of
Central Park, largely obhlivious to the statue of a man
on horseback who faces down the Avenue of the
Americas much as he faced Spanish bullets on
a Cuban battlefield in 1895.

Group portrait of Club Cubano
Inter-Americano officials and
guests 1957

Unknown photographer, gelatin silver print

A continuing presence: A bust of José
Marti takes center stage at a gathering
of a Cuban-American organization in
New York in 1957.

118

GILDED AGE TO PROGRESSIVE ERA: 1865-1918



SUDNETARD A CRT Y E THEACED; MY20SMM4N NEW YORK



120









CHAPTER EIGHT

( o

ma

Working Girl™
pheaval in

[ne bLarment

l'rades

Samuel Gompers The “Uprising of 20,000" begins: Samuel
addressing shirtwaist Gompers (center right, facing audience) presides
workers in the Great over the mass meeting at Cooper Union.

Hall, Cooper Union

1909

Brown Brothers, photograph



“T am a working girl. One of
those who are on strike against
intolerable conditions... I offer a
resolution that a general strike be
declared—now.”

Clara Lemlich c. 1910
Unknown photographer

Clara Lemlich insisted that a strike vote be called
in1909. She later became a Communist and an
activist in the movement for consumer rights.

o proclaimed Clara Lemlich, a 23-year-

old garment worker, from the stage of

the Great Hall in Cooper Union in lower

Manhattan. Lemlich spoke in Yiddish, the
native language of most of the hundreds of men and
women assembled on the evening of November 22,
1909. She was a founding member of Local 25 of
the International Ladies’ Garment Workers Union
(ILGWU), many of whose members were young
immigrant women. They worked in hundreds of
garment-making factory lofts, often for as little
as three dollars for a 56- or 58-hour work week.
Impatient after two hours of speeches, Lemlich was
calling for action.!

The audience roared back its agreement. The
meeting’s presiding officer, Samuel Gompers, one of
the nation’s most powerful labor leaders, supported
Lemlich’s call. “Strike and let them know it,” he told
the crowd. The 1909 garment workers’ strike, soon
known as the “Uprising of 20,000,” was underway.
The strike and its aftermath would reverberate for
decades and help make New York City the standard
bearer of 20th-century urban reform. As Gompers
told male cloakmakers in 1910 when they prepared to
launch their own strike inspired by the women, “this
is more than a strike... it is an industrial revolution.”?

GARMENT CITY

By 1909 garment production was the largest man-
ufacturing business in America’s largest industrial
city. The city’s workshops produced 70 percent of
all the women’s clothing and 40 percent of all the
men’s clothing sold in the United States. Thousands
of immigrants flooded into the needle trades. Some
workers who managed to accumulate savings
turned employer, setting up shops where they
“sweated” the labor of fellow immigrants. Their own
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take-home earnings were often only slightly high-
er than that of their employees; a bad season could
easily drive them back into the ranks of workers.
The fierce competition for profit encouraged them to
force down workers’ earnings by lowering pay rates,
demanding a faster pace of work, or firing those who
dared to ask for more.

Not every workplace was a sweatshop. By the
turn of the century the city’s garment factories
ranged from tenement workshops to spacious mod-
ern lofts occupied by successful firms such as the
largest, Max Blanck’s and Isaac Harris’s Triangle
Waist Company. Still, low pay, long hours, unclean
and unsafe working conditions, and abusive owners
were standard in the needle trades. So was employer
resistance to unions.

Nevertheless, by the 1880s immigrant Jewish
workers from Czarist Russia, Ukraine, Poland, and
Lithuania—many of them exposed to revolutionary
socialism, anarchism, and labor activism in the “old
country”—were forming new unions that built on
the earlier traditions of New York’s native, Irish, and

“Union Special Trade
Mark” industrial
sewing machine
c.1920

Singer Manufacturing
Company

By the early 20th
century sewing
machines like this one
enabled employers to
hire women to perform
quick, repetitive, and
low-paid garment work.

German tailors (see Chapter 4). Initially many of
these unions welcomed only men, and many male
workers believed that women had no place in man-
ufacturing and that they drove down wages. Still,
women had come to play arole in the labor protests
of their husbands, sons, brothers, and fathers, and
sometimes they went on strike themselves. On
picket lines in the late 19th century, Jewish women
shamed “scabs” (non-striking workers) by recit-
ing a Hebrew invocation, “Righteousness delivers
from death,” and carrying black candles, symbols
of the plague. They also learned tactics from oth-
er movements. For example, in 1880 nationalists
in Ireland had socially shunned an Englishman,
Charles Boycott, when he tried to collect rents from
protesting farm tenants. The technique crossed the
Atlantic, where workers were soon “boycotting” an-
ti-union shops. In New York, Jewish men and wom-
en also felt a new freedom to express themselves:
“In Russia for the mass gathering one had to go to

a forest, one had to be on the lookout for the police,
butin the United States we sang the Marseillaise
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Necktie Workshop
in a Division Street
Tenement c. 1890
Jacob A. Riis, gelatin dry
plate negative

[the French revolutionary song] when we walked
the streets..,” tailor Julius Gershin later recalled.
“And when we walked in the street and sang the
Marseillaise, we felt in heaven.”?

THE UPRISING

A dispute over piece rates (wages paid for the num-
ber of garments produced) triggered women workers
to stand up for themselves in 1909, as 20,000 young
garment workers picketed hundreds of shops. But
once on the picket lines they faced daunting chal-
lenges. Owners argued that they alone had the right
to determine pay rates and that union demands

for closed (all-union) shops were “un-American.”
Employers hired prostitutes and male criminals to
provoke and rough up picketers; Clara Lemlich suf-
fered several broken ribs during an attack, although
she returned to the picket line. Police arrested over
700 strikers for disorderly conduct, obstructing traf-
fic, and other infractions.*

But something unexpected happened. Women
wearing expensive clothing began appearing on
picket lines alongside the workers. Charity worker
Mary Dreier was among those arrested, although
she was quickly released when police realized that
she was not a Jewish or Italian “girl.” Alva Belmont,
one of the nation’s wealthiest women, attended
night court at the Jefferson Market courthouse to
monitor the sentencing of arrested strikers. Anne
Morgan, daughter of banker J.P. Morgan, walked the

Workers at a small
bench hand finish
garments while man-
agers look on 1910
Unknown photographer

Tenement sweatshops (like the necktie shop at
left) were increasingly joined by more factory-like
settings (above) in New York's booming garment
industry.

picketline and donated funds to underwrite mass
rallies in the city’s premier concert halls. Realizing
that garment firms hired African Americans as
strikebreakers, inflaming racial tensions, woman
suffragist Elizabeth Dutcher took strikers to speak
in a Brooklyn African-American church to persuade
sister workers not to “scab.” (On the other hand,
however, the ILGWU did little or nothing to recruit
black workers into its own ranks.)

Many of these allies belonged to the Women’s
Trade Union League (WTUL), an organization that
united wealthy, middle-class, and working-class
women in efforts tounionize female workers and
to win the vote for women (see Chapter 9). The
city’s newspapers mocked the strikers’ new friends,
calling them the “Mink Brigade,” but WTUL mem-
bers successfully grabbed the headlines, using
publicity techniques they had learned in the
woman suffrage movement. When arrestees were
released from being jailed in the city workhouse
on Blackwell’s Island, activists presented them on
stage at Carnegie Hall under a banner reading “The
workhouse is no answer to a demand for justice,” en-
suring press coverage. Some working-class WTUL
socialists did not trust the “Mink Brigade,” fearing
that rich and middle-class women might seek to
control the strike and blunt the edge of the workers’
demands. But Belmont, Morgan, Dutcher, and others
proved to be useful—if sometimes uneasy—allies
for the duration of the strike.®
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THE PROTOCOLS OF PEACE

In February 1910 shirtwaist workers and employers
reached a settlement. Local 25 won higher wages
and shorter hours in 320 shops, most of which rec-
ognized the union. Some of the largest employers,
however, including the Triangle Waist Company,
refused to do so, and many other workshops were
not covered at all by the new contracts. Even so, the
strike energized the city’s labor movement; over the
next four years, the ranks of the city’s unions mush-
roomed from 30,000 to 250,000.

Impressed by the shirtwaist strikers’ militancy,
the ILGWU’s cloakmakers’ locals, whose member-
ship was largely male, launched their own general
strike, the “Great Revolt,” in July 1910, when 75,000
cloakmakers walked off the job. Once again a coali-
tion of supporters crossed lines of class, education,
and birth. Boston lawyer (and future Supreme Court
justice) Louis D. Brandeis arrived in New York to
advise the strikers and to try to persuade workers
and employers to compromise with each other for
mutual advantage. He negotiated an accord be-
tween the bosses and the workers—the “Protocols
of Peace”—under which union members and em-
ployers agreed to work together to set wages, hours,
and other conditions for each factory. Brandeis also

Strike Pickets
February 5, 1910
Bain News Service,
photograph

Striking shirtwaist
workers pose proudly
during the 1909-10
“Uprising.”

established a compromise called “the preferential
shop”: owners would have to hire union workers,
but they could also hire non-members if they were
better-skilled or more efficient.®

Brandeis and other professionals believed that
economic and legal expertise could bring rational-
ity and justice to the notoriously chaotic garment
industry and that collaboration between workers

Women'’s Trade
Union League 1910
Byron Company, gelatin

In the offices of the Women's Trade Union League,
women of different classes and ethnicities came
together to work for the labor movement and

silver print woman suffrage.
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“Protocols of Peace”
cartoon 1910
Leon Israel

Even under the Protocols of Peace, garment
employers and unions never fully trusted each
other, as this contemporary newspaper cartoon
suggests.

Women who were
arrested on the
picket lines and sent
to Blackwell’s Island
wear “Workhouse
Prisoner” signs
c.1910

Unknown photographer

Arrested shirtwaist
strikers used their jail
experience to arouse
public sympathy.

and businessmen would bring shared benefits.
Unions had an important role to play in this: As
lawyer Julius Henry Cohen put it, “the enlightened
employer needs his organization. The worker needs
hisunion. The public needs both, and each needs
each other.” Many progressive thinkers saw in this
idea the possibility for a new era in labor relations.
The garment lofts of lower Manhattan were to be
laboratories of progress.”

Brandeis used the idea that successful collabora-
tion required a strong union to convince hundreds of
New York garment shops to accept and even encour-
age their workers to join ILGWU locals. But by 1914
the Protocols were unraveling. Workers in some fac-
tories accused employers of twisting or ignoring the
new work codes, and they launched unauthorized
“wildcat” strikes. Meanwhile, some employers, large
and small, refused to sign on to the Protocols at all.

The Protocols’ problems reflected the ongoing
weaknesses of New York’s needle trades activism.
Working women had energized the city’s unions
inthe 1909 strike and put themselves at the center
of the American labor movement for the first time;
unskilled and semiskilled workers now stood at the
labor movement’s leading edge. But many young
women who flocked into the ILGWTU left it as bosses
resumed a hard line after the 1909 contracts ex-
pired. The successful strikes had generated a coali-
tion with overlapping but widely differing agendas,
from wealthy feminists to Columbia University
economists, from socialists to banker Jacob Schiff,
who worried that labor unrest could encourage
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anti-Semitism. As early as 1911 it was uncertain
where that coalition was headed, and what could
hold it together.

FIRE

“I'turned back into the shop. Rose Feibush, my beau-
tiful, dear friend, jumped from a window.”®

Half a century later, shirtwaist maker Sylvia
Riegler remembered as if it were yesterday the
horror of March 25, 1911 at the Triangle Waist
Company in Greenwich Village. A cigarette or
match carelessly dropped started a fire in the firm’s
eighth floor workshop. As flames raced through the
top three stories of the loft building, hundreds of
frantic workers —mostly young immigrant wom-
en—boarded elevators or climbed stairs to safety on
the rooftop. But others, blocked by a locked exit door
and trapped on a collapsing fire escape, could not
flee. Firetruck ladders reached only to the building’s
sixth floor. “People had just begun to jump as we
got there,” a young social worker named Frances
Perkins recalled. Within half an hour 146 women
and men were dead or dying. A reporter wrote, “I
remembered their great strike of last year in which
these same girls had demanded more sanitary con-
ditions and more safety precautions in the shops.
These dead bodies were the answer.”!°

Triangle Fire, March
25,1911 1944-45
Victor Joseph Gatto,

oil on canvas

Vincent Gatto, 18
years old at the time
of the Triangle Fire,
painted this view 33
years after he wit-
nessed it. Shrouded
corpses of victims line
the sidewalk in the
foreground.

The ILGWU turned the funerals of the victims
into acts of protest that quickly exposed tensions
simmering within the reform coalition. At a mass
meeting in the Metropolitan Opera House eight
days after the fire, the ILGWU’s Rose Schneiderman
voiced the outrage of her fellow workers as she
addressed the well-to-do audience in the best seats:

Members of Local 25
and United Hebrew
Trades march in the
streets after the
Triangle Fire 1911
Unknown photographer

Grief-stricken garment workers marched through
New York streets to honor the fire's victims and
protest the conditions that produced the tragedy.
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“We have tried you good people of the public—and
you have been found wanting... Every year thou-
sands of us are maimed. The life of men and women
is so cheap and property is so sacred!”!!

But the fire ultimately strengthened New York’s
progressive-labor coalition, as middle-class and
working-class activists came together to promote
change. They were empowered by a new, surprising
ally. By 1911 Tammany Hall, the city’s notoriously
cynical Democratic Party machine, was reading the
writing on the political wall: the growing population

“Who Is Guilty? To
the 140 Victims of
the Asch Building
Fire, March 25, 1911”
1911

Boardman Robinson, oil,
pen, and ink on board

This cartoon for the
New York Tribune
urged middle-class
readers to ask hard
questions and take
action to ensure that
disasters like the
Triangle Fire never
happened again.

of left-leaning immigrant voters was the key to win-
ning elections. Tammany boss Charles F. Murphy
allowed two young protégeés, State Assembly leader
Alfred E. (Al) Smith and State Senate leader Robert
F. Wagner, to create the New York State Factory
Investigating Commission (FIC) to examine the
conditions behind the Triangle tragedy.

The FIC quickly became a center of activism,
bringing together ILGWU and WTUL crusaders,
investigators, and social scientists. Between 1911
and 1915, the FIC became a “traveling road show
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1 Louis Brandeis
1 2 undated
Bain News Service,
photograph

2 Mrs. O.H.P.
(Alva) Belmont
(left) and Inez
Milholland 1913
Harris & Ewing, glass
plate negative

3 C.F.Murphy
(center) and
Alfred E. Smith
(right) 1916
Bain News Service,
photograph

4 Rose
Schneiderman
1915
Unknown
photographer

5 Frances Perkins
c. 1912
Unknown
photographer

The struggles of

New York garment
workers brought
together an unlikely
coalition of activists.
Lawyer Louis Brandeis
spearheaded the
Protocols of Peace.
Wealthy socialite Alva
Belmont and attorney
Inez Milholland, both
woman suffragists,
aided the shirtwaist
strikers in 1909-10.
Tammany Hall's
Charles Murphy and
Al Smith committed
the city's Democratic
Party to labor

reform. Immigrant
labor organizer

Rose Schneiderman
worked with wealthy
and middle-class
reformers after the
Triangle Fire, while
social worker Frances
Perkins investigated
factory conditions
for the FIC.
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of reform,” investigating conditions in over 3,000
workplaces. Like other progressives, the FIC staff
relied on data, first-hand investigation, and the
power of publicity to shock the public into support-
ing change. When a skeptic questioned FIC allega-
tions concerning bleak conditions in canneries, Al
Smith, who had toured factories across the state
with the Commission, shot back, “You can’t tell me.
I've seen these women. I’ve seen their faces. I've
seen them.”?

The result was dozens of laws and ordinances
that regulated safety, hours, and conditions in
thousands of workplaces. Inspections and enforce-
ment were also strengthened, and child labor was
more strictly regulated. By expanding the power of
government to investigate, enact, and enforce, New
York took the national lead in making the industrial
worksite a safer place for working people.

TOWARD THE NEW DEAL

The long-term repercussions of New York City’s
1909 strike, the Protocols of Peace, and the Triangle
Fire would help reshape the meaning of liberalism
in 20th-century America. The new laws defined
government as a force to regulate businesses

and safeguard the health, wellbeing, and earning

Fur dresser: fleshing
room where surplus
flesh is removed from
underside of skins
1912

Unknown photographer,
glass plate negative

The Factory Investi-
gating Commission
sent investigators and
photographers into
New York's workplaces.
At A. Bowsky & Son,
afur dressing firmon
East 51st Street, the
investigator noted that
the work room (pic-
tured here) was “very
humid and foul smell-
ing.” Such conditions
prompted new laws to
protect workers.

abilities of workers. They also created a strong
ongoing relationship between government officials
and labor unions.

Over the next 40 years men and women who
had been activists in the events of the 1910s would
fashion new roles for themselves in Albany and
Washington. As governor of New York, Al Smith
enacted an array of reforms (although he failed in
his bid to become the nation’s first Roman Catholic
president in 1928); his chief political advisor was
FIC and Protocols veteran Belle Moskowitz. Labor
activists, including Rose Schneiderman and Sidney
Hillman (briefly chief clerk under the Protocols),
made organized labor a central lobbying group
within the Democratic Party, a role that bore fruit at
the national level after the election of New Yorker
Franklin Roosevelt to the White House in 1932.
Frances Perkins became FDR’s Secretary of Labor,
andin 1936 another FIC veteran, US Senator Robert
Wagner, crusaded successfully to get Congress to
enact the National Labor Relations Act (the “Wagner
Act”), which committed the federal government to
supporting the right of unions to bring employers
to the bargaining table. This New Deal vision of an
expanding government seeking to readjust the bal-
ance between “haves” and “have-nots” would shape
American politics for over 50 years.
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There were other long-term repercussions, too.
Asthe ILGWU and other unions became important
in politics, their central offices expected members
to follow orders from above. Little room was left for
the kind of thrilling self-empowerment “working
girls” had felt on the shop floors in 1909. Moreover,
women were largely excluded from top leadership
positions in the ILGWU.

Inthe 1960s and 1970s, to escape the costs of
union contracts and work regulations, many New
York companies moved their factories to southern
and western states or overseas. Manufacturers
blamed unions for keeping labor costs high, while
unions faulted companies for sidestepping orga-
nized workers. The aging union leadership was
increasingly disconnected from younger, mostly
black, Puerto Rican, and new immigrant workers.
Still, as the American labor movement declined in
power in the late 20th and 21st centuries, New York

remained the nation’s most unionized state. In 2008,
24.9% of working New York State residents were
union members, more than twice the national aver-
age (12.4%); in the city, most union members worked
for municipal departments or in service work, rather
than in manufacturing.

Major figures in American reform contin-
ued to look back on events in early 20th-century
Manhattan as the turning point in their activist
careers. Frances Perkins, for one, never forgot what
she witnessed at the intersection of Washington
Place and Greene Street on March 25, 1911. “The
New Deal,” she reminisced over 40 years later, “was
based really upon the experiences that we had had
in New York State and upon the sacrifices of those
who, we faithfully remember with affection and
respect, died in that terrible fire... they did not die in
vain and we will never forget them.”*®

President Roosevelt
signs Wagner Peyser
Act June 6,1933
Unknown photographer

Veterans of New
York's workplace
reform movement
attained national pow-
er during Franklin D.
Roosevelt's presiden-
cy. Here Secretary of
Labor Frances Perkins
(center), Senator
Robert F. Wagner
(right), and Congress-
man Theodore Peyser
(left) watch as the
president signs a bill
to aid unemployed
workers during the
Great Depression.
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CHAPTER NINE

‘New York 1s the
Battleground™
1'ne Campalgn

for Woma
Sutfrage

Members of the Woman suffragists gathered to cheer Leda
National American Richberg-Hornsby and Ida Blair (seated, fourth
Woman Suffrage and fifth from right) as they prepared to fly over
Association gather New York harbor. Their plane towed a banner
at Midland Beach, reading “Women Want Liberty Too.”

Staten Island, prior
to their liberty flight
1916

Unknown photographer



On December 2, 1916, a two-seat
airplane took off from Staten
Island and headed north over New

York harbor.

lanes were still a new sight in the city’s
skies, and this flight was especially un-
usual: both its pilot and passenger were
women, and they had a political purpose for
taking to the air. Leda Richberg-Hornshy, the eighth
American woman to earn a pilot’s license, and Ida
Blair were both woman suffragists, activists de-
termined to win the vote for women. Despite angry
resistance from millions of men (and some women)
who viewed politics and government as exclusive-
ly male preserves, New York suffragists could take
heart from the fact that by 1916 women had won the
vote in eleven states—though all were in the west—
and they wanted New York to be next.
Richberg-Hornsbhy and Blair announced that
their aim was to disrupt a grand extravaganza un-
folding in the harbor below. With thousands looking
on, President Woodrow Wilson was arriving on his
yacht Mayflower to turn on a new electric light in

“The woman-suf-
frage movement in
New York City” 1894
B. West Clinedinst,

cover of Frank Leslie’s
lllustrated Weekly

By the 1890s feminists
were turning New
York into an important
center of activism for
woman suffrage.

the Statue of Liberty’s torch. Richberg-Hornsby and
Blair intended to “bomb” the yacht with leaflets and
petitions supporting a constitutional amendment
to allow American women to vote. “This is war for
woman’s rights,” Richbherg-Hornsby declared.!

The plane took off but stiff winds blew it off
course, and Richberg-Hornsby had to crash-land in
a Staten Island marsh before the “bombs” could be
dropped. The pilot and her passenger were unhurt,
and they remained unshaken in their resolve to
continue the struggle.

The airborne gesture was neither the first nor
the last time that woman suffragists used New York
City as a stage for bold spectacles to gain attention
for their cause. As the nation’s financial and media
center, New York provided activists with priceless
opportunities for raising money and public aware-
ness. The city was the birthplace of a brand-new
field called “public relations,” pioneered by New
Yorkers Ivy Lee, Edward Bernays, and others. Like
these male publicists, suffragists proved brilliant
at seizing attention. Their goal was to jolt, inform,
and persuade other American women as well as
male voters and politicians. “New York is the battle-
ground of the whole nation,” suffragist leader Carrie
Chapman Catt declared in 1909, and suffragists
sought to turn that battleground to their advantage.?

THE BATTLEGROUND

New York City had long been a center in the struggle
for woman suffrage. During the 1860s the national
movement’s two most well-known leaders, Susan B.
Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton, moved from
upstate New York to a house on West 45th Street,
when Stanton’s husband was appointed to a post in
the US Customhouse downtown. In 1866 Stanton
became the first woman to run for Congress (she
won fewer than 30 votes). Her campaign foreshad-
owed that of another New Yorker, journalist and
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Wall Street stockbroker Victoria Woodhull, the first
woman to run for the presidency in 1872, who simi-
larly received only a handful of votes.

New York City was also one of the nation’s prime
centers for the “New Woman”—a popular phrase
inthe late 19th century. By the 1880s increas-
ing numbers of young middle-class and wealthy
American women were going to college (including
Manhattan’s Cooper Institute and Barnard College)
and embarking on careers as teachers, nurses,
social workers, journalists, artists, and even doc-
tors and lawyers. Most of their mothers, confined to
the household as wives and caregivers, had lacked
such opportunities. New York became home to many

“New Women,” both single and married, who felt
their education and achievements entitled them to
vote and play arole in political decision-making.

In 1890 the National American Woman Suffrage
Association (NAWSA) became the country’s lead-
ing organization advocating votes for women. New
York became its headquarters in 1909 when the
wealthy Manhattan socialite Alva Belmont support-
ed NAWSA’s relocation from Warren, Ohio, to 505
Fifth Avenue at 42nd Street. By placing NAWSA in
the nation’s business and intellectual capital, the
move brought immediate benefits. In 1909-10 sales
of NAWSA literature jumped tenfold, from $1,300
to almost $14,000. NAWSA’s national membership
increased from about 5,000 in 1900 to 100,000 in
1915 to over one million by 1918, a reflection of the
growing popularity of the cause, but also of the
effectiveness of New York as a base for mobhilizing
mass support.

NEW BEGINNINGS

From their new headquarters, New York City’s suf-
frage activists worked on two fronts. On one hand,
they tried to get the New York State legislature

(and other statehouses) to hold referendum votes so
that male voters could choose to enable women to
vote, state by state. Simultaneously, they sought to
convince Congress to ratify the “Susan B. Anthony
Amendment” to the Constitution, first proposed

by Anthony in 1878, to give all American women
the vote. Under its upper middle-class leaders Anna
Howard Shaw and Carrie Chapman Catt, NAWSA
tended to emphasize the respectable, “ladylike”
nature of the cause. Winning the vote for wom-

en, they argued, would allow American females

to strengthen their traditional role as wives and
mothers, helping to protect their families through

the law-making process. NAWSA’s conservative
tactics—collecting petition signatures, testifying
before legislative committees, holding annual con-
ventions—reinforced the message that “femininity”
and activism could be reconciled without threaten-
ing the men who ultimately would decide the issue.
Even before NAWSA’s move to Manhattan, New
York City suffragists were inventing edgier tactics
for pushing the cause forward. Harriot Stanton
Blatch, Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s daughter and
founder of the Equality League of Self-Supporting
Women (1907), emphasized “the value of publicity
or rather the harm of the lack of it.” But hand-in-
hand with organizing public spectacles, Blatch be-
lieved suffragists had to immerse themselves in the

“Votes for Women”
1909
New York State Woman

This postcard showcased the soon-to-be-opened
national headquarters of NAWSA and its New York
State division. In 1910 they would share an entire
floor in this building at Fifth Avenue between 42nd
and 43rd Streets.

Suffrage Association,
postcard
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1 Elizabeth Cady Stanton (left) and Susan B.
Anthony 1866-71
Sarony & Co., carte-de-visite albumen print

2 Harriot Stanton Blatch (left) and Rose
Schneiderman 1910-11
Unknown photographer

3 Dr. Anna Howard Shaw (left) and Carrie
Chapman Catt at a suffrage parade 1917
Bain News Service, glass negative

4 Verina Morton Jones 1912
Unknown photographer, from The Crisis

5 Alice Paul (left) & Mrs. O. H. P. (Alva)
Belmont November 17,1923
Unknown photographer, glass negative

6 Dorothy Day 1916
Unknown photographer

7 Mabel Lee 1916
Unknown photographer, from the Barnard
College yearbook

Four generations of women activists fought for
the vote in New York. Elizabeth Cady Stanton

and Susan B. Anthony lived and strategized in
Manhattan during the late 1860s. Stanton’s
daughter Harriot Stanton Blatch collaborated with
immigrant workers such as Rose Schneiderman
to win the vote in a new century. NAWSA's Anna
Howard Shaw and Carrie Chapman Catt combined
street tactics with conservative strategies during
the 1910s. Physician Verina Morton Jones led the
Equal Suffrage League for the city’s African-Amer-
ican women. New Jerseyan Alice Paul headed the
National Woman's Party (NWP) with financial

help from Alva Belmont. Dorothy Day began her
long activist career as an antiwar protester and
NWP picket during World War I. Chinese immi-
grant Mabel Lee led other Asian-American New
York suffragists in a suffrage parade in 1917.
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coldblooded world of politics, to think and plan the
way male political strategists did. Women needed
to cultivate legislators and party leaders and bar-
gain with them for concrete gains, such as getting
suffrage referendums included on election ballots.
New allies had to be found; traditional “feminine”
behavior and avoidance of “corrupt” politicians
would not do.®

Blatch was inspired by the new militancy of the
British suffrage movement, centered in London’s
Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU). Known
as “suffragettes,” WSPU members were increasing-
ly visible in public, questioning and even heckling
members of Parliament. By 1908 and 1909 some,
in carefully staged acts, were also throwing rocks
through windows and chaining themselves to
government buildings to protest their lack of the
vote. The London influence was soon felt in New
York—although without the rock-throwing. “We
must eliminate that abominable word ladylike
from our vocabularies,” English WSPU member
Bettina Wells told New York suffragists. “We must
get out and fight.”

On May 21, 1910, with organizational support
from Blatch and her allies, 10,000 New Yorkers,
mostly women, marched to Union Square where

Emmeline Pankhurst
on Wall St. 1911

Bain News Service, glass
negative

London’s “suffrag-
ettes” exerted a
strong influence on
New York's move-
ment. Here Emmeline
Pankhurst, legendary
founder of England’s
WSPU, makes a
pro-woman suffrage
speech on Wall Street
during a visit to New
York.

speakers demanded that women be granted the
vote. The rally, the largest suffrage demonstration
yet held in the country, signaled New York City’s
increasingly central role in the national movement.

BRIDGING SOCIAL DIVIDES

Blatch and her allies greatly broadened the suffrage
activists’ ranks, enlisting the immigrant garment
workers and laundresses of the city’s Women’s
Trade Union League (WTUL), an organization
that bridged the social gap between wealthy, mid-
dle-class, and working-class women in a joint effort
to advance women’s economic rights. “It is the wom-
en of the industrial class, the wage-earners, reck-
oned by the hundreds of thousands,” Blatch main-
tained, who would win the vote by influencing male
voters in their own communities. Blatch and her
colleagues brought suffrage into the political arena,
lobbying politicians and laying extensive behind-
the-scenes groundwork for public spectacles.®
Women with links to WTUL and also to the
city’s Socialist Party became the Equality League’s
most effective orators and mobilizers. Leaders
included Leonora 0’Reilly, the daughter of Irish-
American Brooklyn labor unionists, and Polish
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Jewish immigrant capmaker Rose Schneiderman.
Irish-born Equality League speaker and laundress
Margaret Hinchey revealed her limited formal edu-
cation, but also her determination, when she wrote
to O’Reilly about her suffrage work:

Spoke outside of 3 factories at noon hour, and
when I got through the men took of there hats and
hurray votes for women... We hat a street meet-
inglast night when we got there were 2 people...
Mrs. Cammons and myself laughed at the way I
collected people she said I could be herd 1/2 mile
away we got 14 signitures all voters.®

These women distributed Yiddish, German, and
Italian leaflets in their home neighborhoods, and
won over immigrant laborers building the subway on
Varick Street by waving Irish, Italian, and Greek flags
while lecturing the men on women’s rights. In one pa-
rade, Mrs. Loo Lin of Chinatown carried a flag reading
“WOMEN VOTE IN CHINA, WHY NOT HERE?””

Yet the suffragists never really bridged the
“colorline” in New York. African-American women
worked for the vote, but they were often excluded
from suffrage organizations and demonstrations.
Members of the city’s chapter of the National
Association of Colored Women sought to mobilize

Margaret Hinchey
1914

Bain News Service, glass
negative

In marches, Margaret
Hinchey (far right) and
other working-class
New York suffragists
stressed the move-
ment's links to the
labor movement and
the fight against child
labor. The figure third
from left may be
Barnard College
student and
Chinese-American
suffragist Mabel Lee.

the black community for woman suffrage, and the
NAACP journal The Crisis devoted two special issues
to the subject. Victoria Earle Matthews and Sarah
J.S. Tompkins Garnet fought for woman suffrage
alongside racial equality in late 19th-century New
York.In 1915 and 1917 Annie K. Lewis of the Colored
Women’s Suffrage Club of New York, Helen Holman,
Irene Moorman, and Lyda Newman worked to get
black male voters to support the cause, as did phy-
sician Verina Morton Jones. But despite such efforts,
leading white suffragists (most notably Alice Paul,
but also Carrie Chapman Catt) condoned a segre-
gated, inferior place for black women. They argued
that this was necessary politically to attract white
southern voters to the movement, but the attitude
also sometimes reflected their personal prejudice.
Initially, public “stunts,” parades, and street
speeches offended some NAWSA members as un-
dignified and unfeminine. But after Catt and Shaw
traveled to London in 1909 and met with WSPU
activists, they also increasingly welcomed pub-
lic demonstrations. Soon, riding on Fifth Avenue
parade floats or appearing on Broadway stages
(where actresses Ethel Barrymore, Lillian Russell,
and others promoted the cause), suffragists were
performing elaborate pageants. Suffrage marchers
chanted catchy, easily remembered slogans, much
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1 “Votes for Women” 1900-20
Celluloid button

2 “Vote ‘Yes’ on Woman Suffrage”
1900-20
Celluloid button

3 “I March for Full Suffrage June
7th. Will you?” c. 1900-20
Celluloid button

4 “Women Should Vote”
¢.1900-20
Celluloid button

5 “Votes for Women” c. 1917
playing cards

6 Women'’s Political Union
Pennant c. 1917
Langrock Bros. Co. N.Y., wool felt with
celluloid and metal badges

Woman suffragists used New York
City's manufacturing and commercial
resources to order a wide range of
symbols and souvenirs publicizing
their cause. The buttons shown here
belonged to NAWSA leader Carrie
Chapman Catt.

like the ads for consumer products being concocted
by Manhattan’s advertisers:

For the long work day,

For the taxes we pay,

For the laws we obey,

We want something to say.?

Extensive planning went into these public dis-
plays. In the nation’s largest, busiest, and most dis-
tracting city, suffragists had learned the first lesson
of urban activism: Eye-catching and ear-catching
street theater was a powerful tool—and a necessity—
for winning the attention of the passing crowd.

OPPOSITION

Yet suffragists in the streets faced challenges as
well. Women asserting themselves in public plac-
es—in open-air rallies, male worksites, or on street
corners—were still controversial in the 1910s.
Blatch was even refused service in a Manhattan
restaurant when she arrived to dine with a work-
ing-class woman, unescorted by a man. Amused or
hostile street crowds, usually dominated by men,
found suffragist speeches to be threatening or even
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scandalous. Future US President Woodrow Wilson
echoed other American men when he described
the “chilled, scandalized feeling that always comes
over me when I see and hear women speak in pub-
lic.” Listeners interrupted suffrage speakers with
catcalls, jokes, and rude comments. On Wall Street
in 1908 hostile men bombarded suffrage speakers
with “apple-cores, wet sponges, coils of ticker tape,
and bags of water dropped from upper windows.”®
Yet suffragists turned hostility to their own
advantage. In March 1913 Alice Paul of NAWSA’s
Congressional Committee organized a mass march
of 8,000 suffrage activists in Washington, DC, the
day before president-elect Wilson’s inauguration.
Tens of thousands of men surrounded and jostled
the marchers, jeering and shouting obscenities. The
suffrage spokeswomen turned the tables by using
their own newspapers and statements to the main-
stream press to publicize their mistreatment, thus
making the point that they needed the vote to coun-
terbalance the political power of such “low” men.

THE FINAL PUSH

New York’s suffragists returned regularly to
the city’s streets to prod all-male legisla-

tors and voters to extend votes to women east
of the Mississippi. They also organized ona

“Election-Day” 1909
Dunston-Weiler Litho-
graph Co., New York,
postcard

New York was also headquarters for groups like
the National Association Opposed to Woman Suf-
frage (1911), whose female leaders held that gain-
ing the vote was unnecessary “if men will stand
fast and protect us.” City publishers also issued
anti-suffrage postcards like this one warning that
wives and mothers would abandon their family
responsibilities if they gained political rights.

neighborhood-by-neighborhood basis. Carrie
Chapman Catt received regular reports from suf-
frage leaders recruited in each of the city’s 63 as-
sembly districts and 2,127 election districts.
Activists mobilized their forces in 1915, when
woman suffrage was on the ballot in New York and
three other states. In Queens suffragists launched
a 200-car automobile parade through the borough.

Suffrage publicist Rose Young organized a one-day

“Washington Hikers” In addition to airplanes, woman suffragists

c.1913-14 used other new technologies, such as cars and “strike” in which women refused to do their fam-
Bain News Service, motorized trucks, to promote their cau§§. Here a ilies’ CDOkiI‘lg, Cleaning, and other unpaid chores.
glass negative group on Manhattan's 34th Street publicizes an

upcoming Carnegie Hall rally and a protest “hike”

Twenty-five thousand marchers along with 74

to Washington, DC. horsebackriders, 57 bands, and 145 automobiles
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proceeded up Fifth Avenue. But the 1915 referendum
lost by 195,000 votes, even though 553,000 male
voters across New York State had supported it.

Two years later, when woman suffrage was again
on the state ballot, activists marched 20,000 strong
up Fifth Avenue from Washington Square to 62nd
Street, carrying petitions with a million pro-suf-
frage signatures and patriotic World War I banners
proclaiming that “Our sons are fighting for democ-
racy. Inthe name of democracy give us the vote.”
This time, the measure carried statewide, with a
margin of some 80,000 votes. New York’s suffrag-
ists had won over a majority of the city’s and state’s
male voters. On November 6, 1917 woman suffrage
became the law of New York State, the first eastern
state to gain it.!°

THE CAMPAIGN SHIFTS

Meanwhile, anew campaign to enfranchise all
American women took shape in the nation’s capi-
tal.In 1916 Alice Paul, who had briefly been a social
worker on the Lower East Side, and her Brooklyn-
born collaborator Lucy Burns launched the National
Woman’s Party (NWP). Paul had decided that
NAWSA, with its tactic of politely persuading poli-
ticians, was merely “an immense debating society.”
She argued that confrontation was needed to push
President Wilson to support the Susan B. Anthony
Amendment.?

Paul opened the NWP headquartersin
Washington with financial and tactical support
from formidable New York City suffragists, includ-
ing Blatch, Belmont, lawyer Crystal Eastman, and

Letter to Julie
Reinhardt from Nora
Blatch de Forest 1913

Like other progressive
reformers, woman
suffragists relied on
efficient organization
and discipline to
maximize their impact.
In this letter, Nora de
Forest, Harriot Stan-
ton Blatch's daughter,
urges a fellow New
York activist to make
public speeches for
the cause.
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factory reformer Florence Kelley. She rallied them
to oppose NAWSA’s Catt, who viewed Paul’s aggres-
sive tactics as “a stupendous stupidity” that would
only alienate Wilson. Paul and Burns countered that
suffragists needed to hold Wilson and Congress
accountable for the fate of woman suffrage.®

Like London’s suffragettes, these militants
also decided to provoke the president and national
public opinion in the most direct ways possible. In
January 1917 “silent sentinels” carrying suffrage
banners began a picket line in front of the White
House that gathered six days a week for over a year.
Their demonstrations embarrassed Wilson. The
picketers—including Paul, Burns, and Greenwich
Village writer Dorothy Day—were repeatedly
arrested for obstructing traffic and sent to the
Occoquan Workhouse in Virginia. In late 1917 jailers
brutally force-fed some of the prisoners when they
went on a hunger strike; their treatment became a
public scandal.’®

President Wilson realized that the women had
attained their propaganda goal of “arrest and mar-
tyrdom.” Caught between NAWSA'’s friendly support
for his wartime policies and NWP’s aggressive
civil disobedience, in 1918 the president advised
Congress to pass the Anthony Amendment. On June
4,1919 the Nineteenth Amendment was passed
by the Senate and was ratified by the required 36
states a year later.!*

Woman Suffrage
pickets at the White
House 1917

Harris & Ewing,

glass negative

The NWP's “silent sen-
tinels” picketing outside
the White House.

In the 1920s suffrage veterans continued cru-
sading to expand women’s rights, but competing
philosophies now widened their differences. Under
Catt’s leadership, NAWSA transformed itself into
the nonpartisan League of Women Voters (1920),
devoted to expanding women’s influence in public
policy. Meanwhile, in 1923 Alice Paul proposed
another constitutional amendment guarantee-
ing that “men and women shall have equal rights
throughout the United States,” without legal in-
equalities and discrimination. Labor activists and
working-class feminists made up a third group.
Arguing that mothers and future mothers needed
special protection, they pressed for state and federal
laws shortening work hours for women. Paul, who
believed that men and women needed absolute legal
equality without special privileges for either sex,
rejected this approach.!®

Alice Paullived to the age of 92,dying in 1977
just when it seemed her Equal Rights Amendment
might win ratification by the states. Butin the 1970s
and early 1980s, conservatives campaigned to stop
the amendment and it died one state short of ratifi-
cation. By then, however, a new women’s liberation
movement, again with New Yorkers among its lead-
ers and combatants, was transforming American
workplaces, schools, and homes.
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Midcent
Metropol

The years between the end

0f World War Iin 1918 and the
dawn of the 1960s made New
York the world’s most influential
city. Manhattan-based banks,
exchanges, and corporations had
furnished the financial muscle
that enabled Allied armies to win

World War I.
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D uring the “Roaring Twenties,”
a decade of expanding pros-
perity and booming optimism,
these same businesses—many
housed in new midtown or Wall
Street skyscrapers—increased
their dominance in national and
global markets. Wall Street, in
fact, replaced the City of London
as the world’s leading lender,
reflecting New York’s new role as
the ultimate symbol of American
ascendancy while Europe’s great
cities sought to recover from the
war. Writing in 1930 the Russian
revolutionary Leon Trotsky, who
had once lived in the Bronx, noted
that “New York impressed me tre-
mendously because, more than
any other city, it is the fullest
expression of our modern age.”
By the time Trotsky wrote, the
city—with nearly 7 million in-
habitants—was the most popu-
lous place on earth.

In these interwar years
many New York activists faced
an onslaught of hostility from
newly empowered adversaries.
A conservative mood sparked
by the war, fueled by fears of

Rent Strike in
New York 1932
Sueddeutsche Zeitung
Photo, photograph

Police round up demonstrators and evict Bronx
tenants who “struck” against rents they could not
afford during the Great Depression.
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radical change and a dedication
to preserving capitalism, had
emerged across the country.
With a successful Communist
revolution in Russia (1917) rais-
ing the possibility of global work-
ing-class revolt, labor unions
were labeled “un-American.” In
1919 and 1920 federal agents de-
ported hundreds of foreign-born
leftists who had never become
US citizens. Congress passed
laws that drastically limited the
number of southern and eastern
European immigrants who could
arrive at Ellis Island—a policy
designed to keep Jews, Catholics,
andradicals from entering the
United States. For the next 40
years, with the influx of European
newcomers slowed, New York
would increasingly be a city of
aging white immigrants and
their American-born children
and grandchildren, joined by
growing communities of African
Americans and Puerto Ricans.
Yet the 1920s also saw the
continuation, sometimes in
altered form, of “progressive”
movements that had unfolded
earlier in the century. New York
City was home to a multitude
of organizations that fought for

Clothing factory
1946

Brown Brothers, gelatin
silver print

New York City's post-
World War Il industrial
economy provided
employment for well
over half a million men
and women, including
these garment
workers, even as labor
unions were torn apart
by accusations of
Communist influence.

controversial causes, ranging
from free speech and birth control
to public housing and economic
planning. Meanwhile in the state
capital in Albany, Democratic
governors Al Smith and Franklin
Roosevelt continued the drive

for social welfare legislation and
government oversight of industry
first launched in the wake of the
Triangle Fire (1911). By the early
1920s African-American and
Caribbean newcomers to Harlem
were once again transforming
New York into a hub of activism
onracial civil rights issues.

But it was the Great
Depression (1929-41) that
ignited a broad, passionate new
era of activism as millions of
Americans lost their jobs, their
savings, and their homes, and
capitalism’s promise for a secure
and prosperous future seemed
to dissolve. New York during the
1930s was home to the national
headquarters of the Communist
Party, various socialist parties
and organizations, labor unions,
and the Catholic Worker move-
ment, as well as right-wing mili-
tants like the German American
Bund (the American version of
the Nazi Party). The city was

alive with street rallies, picket
lines, mass meetings, and violent
brawls. The economic despera-
tion of the time inspired hopeful
visions of a radically transformed
world, though activists disagreed
furiously over what precise form
this better world would take. New
Yorkers expressed these visions
in speech, print, song, drama, and
art as they worked to make them
areality.

United States entry into
World War II (1941-45) revived
the city’s economy. Government
spending brought workers in
record numbers back to factories,
shipyards, offices, and shops
across the five boroughs. This
revival of prosperity, and of New
York’s primacy as the world’s
most influential city, continued
into the 1950s. As home to the
United Nations and hub of cul-
tural sophistication, Manhattan
lived up to its reputation as the
informal capital of the “American
Century,” publisher Henry Luce’s
term for an era of rising American
world power. At the same time,
the “outer boroughs” hummed
with busy factories, businesses,
and the homes of tens of thou-
sands of working-class and
middle-class families, many of
whose breadwinners were union
members. In this era of renewed
prosperity, a set of Depression
and World War II era institu-
tions—iree public universities,
a municipal healthcare system,
new parks, rent control—con-
tinued to offer a model of urban
liberalism and “big government”
not fully matched anywhere else
in the United States.

The postwar years, howev-
er, were not free of conflict and
tension. While some in New
York’s growing African-American
and Puerto Rican communities
attained middle-class status, and
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black and Latino artists were key
innovators in the city’s cultural
life, most faced racist discrim-
ination, poverty, and limited
opportunities. Despite the general
liberalism of President Franklin
Roosevelt’s New Deal during the
1930s, a new federal policy (1938)
quietly discouraged banks from
making mortgage loans to people
of color. This policy, known as
“redlining,” helped maintain slum
conditions in segregated minori-
ty neighborhoods in New York
and across urban America until
the 1970s.In an era of postwar
abundance for white working and
middle-class families, black and
Puerto Rican New Yorkers faced
separate and inferior schools,

job discrimination, and police
brutality. But they also achieved
victories: Brooklyn Dodger Jackie
Robinson’s racial integration of
major league baseball (1947), and
successful campaigns to gain

Demonstrators
protesting housing
discrimination 1950
Unknown photographer

Post-World War Il
protests against
discrimination in

new public housing
projects foreshadowed
future conflicts over
the “Jim Crow”
policies of New York
landlords, banks, and
federal agencies.

city and state laws (1950-51),
the first in the nation, outlawing
racial discrimination in govern-
ment-funded housing. As black,
white, and Puerto Rican New York
activists threw themselves into
the new civil rights movement of
the late 1950s, many did so with
the angry conviction that rac-
ism was a powerful reality to be
fought at home as well as in the
“Jim Crow” South.

Other local tensions mirrored
global confrontations. The Cold
War between the United States
and the Communist Soviet Union
left New Yorkers facing the harsh
reality that their city would be a
prime target of Russian atomic
bombs and missiles if World War
III ever erupted. For many, the
Cold War also brought the fear
that one’s political views and
activities might be recorded and
used to take away opportunities
for travel, security clearance,

residency, or employment. For
thousands of New Yorkers who
had been Communists during
the 1930s and '40s, who mere-

ly knew Communists, or held
liberal and leftist views shared
by Communists, the recent past
became a threat to their liveli-
hoods and freedom. The result
was a “chilling” of free thought
and speech in the nation’s most
dynamic urban incubator of
ideas. Years later young activists
throughout the country would
lament the absence of a “missing
generation” of radicals who had
not been able to develop as lead-
ers and role models during this
era of fear and conformity.

Yet New York activism never
truly died, even in the worst years
of the anti-Communist “witch
hunts.” Leftist labor unions and
organizations fought back to
defend their First Amendment
rights. Even as Communism be-
came taboo, New York dissenters
fashioned new tools of resistance.
They risked arrest to protest
government-ordered nuclear war
drills, handed out leaflets de-
nouncing atomic radiation’s envi-
ronmental impact, and asserted
women’s right to oppose Cold
War policies threatening their
children’s futures. The seeds of a
coming era of activism and tur-
bulence were planted in New York
even before the 1960s dawned.
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CHAPTER TEN

“I'ne New
Negro™ Activist
Harle

Silent protest African-American New Yorkers march in protest
parade in New York against the East St. Louis riots on Fifth Avenue
City 1917 from 57th Street to 24th Street.

Underwood & Underwood,
photograph



Ten thousand strong, the protesters
marched silently down Fifth
Avenue. Almost all of them—men,
women, and children—were black.

ome 20,000 other African-American New

Yorkers watched from the sidewalks. The

date was July 28,1917 and the marchers

were protesting events that had taken place
almost 1,000 miles away. In early July a white mob
in East St. Louis, I1linois, had rampaged for three
days, killing between 100 and 200 black people and
driving 6,000 from their homes. The riot was part of
anationwide pattern: White urbanites were attack-
ing black newcomers, enraged by growing migra-
tion of African Americans from the rural South into
cities across the country. Black workers had been
flocking to jobs in urban factories that produced war
goods for the Allies fighting World War I in Europe. In
the North, they faced racism from white laborers, and
white fears about racially changing neighborhoods.

“The world must be made safe for democracy,”

President Woodrow Wilson had proclaimed the pre-
vious April, when the United States had joined the
war on the side of the Allies. Now, on Fifth Avenue,
marchers carried a banner reading, “Mr. President,
why not make America safe for democracy?” Others
held placards declaring, “We are maligned as lazy
and murdered when we work,” and “We have fought
for the liberty of white Americans in six wars; our
reward is East St. Louis.”*

HARLEM, “NEGRO MECCA”

Organizers of the silent march included James
Weldon Johnson, field secretary of the National
Association for the Advancement of Colored People
(NAACP),and W.E.B. Du Bois, the NAACP’s public-

Marcus Garvey 1924
Unknown photographer

ity and research director, editor of its magazine it the world’s largest black urban center. Harlem,
The Crisis,and a man considered by many to be in particular, became a magnet for black southern-
the nation’s leading black intellectual. Their work ers fleeing rural poverty and racist discrimination
reflected the growing centrality of Harlem in the for a freer, hopefully more prosperous, life in the
nation’s African-American affairs. North. They were joined by Caribbean immigrants
Between 1910 and 1930, New York City’s black seeking opportunities they could not find in their

population jumped from 91,709 to 327,700, making home islands.
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The neighborhood became a gathering point
for what Du Bois called the “Talented Tenth”—a
generation of educated, self-educated, and fiercely
ambitious black men and women bent on making
a better life for themselves. Many also dedicated
themselves to improving conditions for black
people as a whole. They included Du Bois himself,
born in Massachusetts and educated at Harvard
and the University of Berlin, and Marcus Garvey, a
Jamaican printer who settled in Harlem in 1916 after
living in South and Central America and London.
These activists and others created their own city-
scape in Harlem, ranging from “Speaker’s Corner”
at 135th Street and Lenox Avenue, where speakers
standing on top of soapboxes harangued curious

W. E. B. Du Bois in
the office of The
Crisis undated
Unknown photographer,
gelatin silver print

Marcus Garvey and W. E. B. Du Bois were two very
different activist leaders of the 1910s and'20s.

crowds, to the dignified lecture rooms of the Colored
Branch of the YWCA on 137th Street. Writers, artists,
and performers participated as well, using their
movement, later known as the Harlem Renaissance,
to assert a new black culture that defied bigotry.
They created the image of a “New Negro”—indepen-
dent, proud, and willing to fight against racism.
Harlem intellectuals and agitators faced a set of
persistent questions. Should the answer to racism
be nationalism—the creation of a separate black
world with its own institutions, either in America or
Africa? Or was the fight for full integration into the
American mainstream the true solution to their peo-
ple’s plight? How much should black people depend
on aid and collaboration from white sympathizers,
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UNIA Parade, orga-
nized in Harlem 1920
Unknown photographer

By 1920, when UNIA members carried a placard
proclaiming “The New Negro Has No Fear” in
this parade, Harlem was black America’s most
populous and politically vibrant neighborhood.

as opposed torelying solely on their own efforts?
Two New York-based organizations—Garvey’s
Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA)
and Du Bois’s NAACP—offered sharply different
answers, shaping African-American activism for a
century to come.

AFRICA FOR THE AFRICANS

“Let the world understand that 400,000,000 Negroes

are determined to die for liberty. If we must die we
shall die nobly. We shall die gallantly fighting on
the battle heights of Africa to plant the standard
that represents liberty.”?

By July 1921 when Marcus Garvey spoke these
words in Harlem’s Liberty Hall, he had already
sparked the enthusiasm of millions of black men
and women. His goal was to unite “all the Negro peo-
ples of the world into one great body to establish a
country and Government absolutely their own,” via
black-owned businesses and a homeland in Africa

free from white control, all to be orchestrated by his
organization, the Universal Negro Improvement
Association (UNIA).2

Garvey’s vision ignited imaginations and pas-
sions across both hemispheres. His weekly newspa-
per, the Negro World, circulated among activists
inthe Caribbean and Africa. Nearly 400 UNIA chap-
ters sprouted across the American South; others
opened in Philadelphia, Boston, Chicago, Detroit,
and Denver. But Garvey created his single larg-
est audience in New York City, where he claimed
30,000 followers.

After arriving in New York in 1916, Garvey had
taken his message to the streets. A compelling
speaker, he quickly commanded attention and loyal-
ty.In 1920, when Garvey’s International Conference
drew 20,000 delegates to a mass rally in Madison
Square Garden, 121 of his key supporters (including
20 women) signed his “Declaration of the Rights
of the Negro Peoples of the World.” The manifes-
to declared “our most solemn determination to
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reclaim.. the vast continent of our forefathers.”
The conferees also elected Garvey the “Provisional
President of Africa.”

Garvey demanded “Africa for the Africans,” free
from the control of European powers. He argued
that moving to Africa was the only way for black
Americans to prevail over white racism. “Our chil-
dren are forced to attend inferior schools...,” the
UNIA Declaration asserted, “[blacks] are refused
admission into labor unions, and nearly every-
where are paid smaller wages than white men.” As
Garvey put it, black Americans should “give up the
vain desire of having a seat in the White House” in
exchange for governing “a country of our own.”®

Garveyism also provided a set of loyalties and

celebrations aimed at transforming black con-
sciousness in America. The UNIA pointed proudly
to the black-owned restaurant and grocery stores it
helped to sponsor in Harlem. Garvey also stressed
the need for black students to learn black history,
a subject that was ignored by white educators. His
aide Henrietta Vinton Davis promoted the sale of a
black doll for children to instill “a spirit of race pride
inthe Negro race.”®

The UNIA’s focal point was its shipping fleet,
the Black Star Line. Garvey proposed to use steam-
ships to raise money for the movement by carry-
ing cargo and passengers, a plan that he prom-
ised would eventually enable large numbers of
black Americans to move to Africa. By late 1919

Garveyite Family,
Harlem 1924
James Van Der Zee,
gelatin silver print

A member of the
African Legion, a
paramilitary
organization that was
part of Garvey's UNIA,
poses proudly with his
wife and son.
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UNIA agents in New York and elsewhere had sold
$188,000 in Black Star Line stock to eager black
buyers. UNIA used the funds to buy four old steam-
ships. Manned by an all-black crew, the Frederick
Douglass carried cargo between New York, the
Caribbean, and Gulf Coast ports. Garvey planned to
use the Shadyside to transport paying passengers on
Hudson River day excursions.

Garvey also became convinced that the Republic
of Liberia in West Africa would be the nucleus
of his African homeland. “If we had twenty ships...,”
Garvey argued, “every day in the week... a ship of
the Black Star Line would sail out of New York port
with at least a thousand unemployed from New
York to Liberia.” By 1921 many of his followers, beset
by postwar layoffs of black workers, eagerly awaited
the mass exodus to their promised homeland.”

NEW ABOLITIONISTS

While the UNIA prepared for migration, another
New York City organization fought prejudice on

Stock certificate
for one share

(five dollars) of the
Black Star Line, Inc.
November 21,1919
Issued by the Universal
Negro Improvement
Association

The UNIA sold stock
shares like this one to
launchits Black Star
shipping line in 1919.

the ground at home. After racist workers burned
down a black neighborhood in Springfield, Il1linois—
Abraham Lincoln’s home city—an interracial group
of civil rights activists gathered in New York in
1909 and 1910 to found the National Association for
the Advancement of Colored People. Many of the
founders were inspired by W. E. B. Du Bois’s Niagara
Movement, started in 1905 to press for “every
single right that belongs to a freeborn American—
political, civil, and social.” Du Bois rejected the
prevailing views of the era’s most influential black
leader, Alabama’s Booker T. Washington. Where
Washington counseled black Americans to become
economically self-reliant as farmers and small
tradesmen before they asked for political and civil
rights, Du Bois defiantly urged them to fight for those
rights, due them as citizens and human beings.®

Du Bois became a key leader of the NAACP,
leaving his professorship at the all-black Atlanta
University to become the organization’s publica-
tions and research director in “the metropolis of
the nation.” Harlem-based black activists—James
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Weldon Johnson, Walter White, and others—even-
tually joined him on the staff. But white New York
progressives were also instrumental; they included
social worker Mary White Ovington, philosopher
John Dewey, anthropologist Franz Boas, pub-
lisher Oswald Garrison Villard, and Henry Street
Settlement’s Lillian Wald. Joel Spingarn, a wealthy
writer and son of German Jewish immigrants,
became one of Du Bois’s closest allies. The American
Fund for Public Service, a foundation established
by a wealthy white leftist, Charles Garland, provided
money for the financially struggling organization
during the 1920s. Invoking the glories of an activist
past, Du Bois’s monthly Crisis urged both whites
and blacks to “enroll with us as a new abolitionist...
and do it now.”10

By 1919, 55,000 Americans—mostly black—were
members of NAACP branches established in 34
states. The organization promoted an ambitious
agenda of demands: “abolition of lynching... the
Negro’s untrammeled right to the ballot... the abol-
ishment of Jim-Crow’ [railroad and street] cars;
equal educational and industrial opportunities; and
the abolition of all forms of enforced segregation.”
These goals focused on the South, where nearly
90 percent of African Americans still lived. Under
discriminatory state and local governments most
black southerners lacked equal access to public
facilities and decent housing, attended segregated
and inferior schools, and were barred from voting.
Meanwhile the southern black community was
subject to a campaign of terror: between 1890 and
1919 nearly 2,500 black Americans were lynched
by white mobs.!!

The NAACP turned to the courts to defeat racist
legislation and defend victims of discrimination.
In 1917, for example, NAACP lawyers achieved a
major victory when the US Supreme Court agreed
with them in the case of Buchanan v. Warley that a
Louisville, Kentucky, law—and by extension, sim-
ilarlaws across the country—violated the 14th
Amendment by preventing black people from buy-
ing property in “white” neighborhoods. Lawsuits,
many of them directed from New York headquarters
but mounted by lawyers educated at Washington’s
all-black Howard University, chipped away at dis-
crimination across the South, the region that future
NAACP president Walter White called “our first line
trenches in the fight on prejudice.”*?

Asresidents of Harlem and other northern com-
munities knew, however, racism was not limited
to the South. White urbanites in postwar Chicago,

12th Annual
Conference of the
NAACP, Detroit,
Michigan June 1921
Unknown photographer

From its New York headquarters, the NAACP
organized a nationwide civil rights network. New
Yorkers in attendance at the 12th national confer-
ence included James Weldon Johnson (standing
with briefcase below first step, at right) and Walter
White (third from left in the same row).
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1 Henrietta Vinton Davis 1893
3 Unknown photographer

2 Madam C.J. Walker (driving) with (left to
right) her niece Anjetta Breedlove, Madam
C.J. Walker Manufacturing Company fac-
tory manager Alice Kelly, and bookkeeper
Lucy Flint c. 1911
Unknown photographer

3 Dr. George Edmund Haynes 1919
Unknown photographer

4 A. Philip Randolph 1920
Unknown photographer

5 Hubert Henry Harrison undated
Unknown photographer

6 Williana Burroughs 1933
From The Daily Worker, October 1933

In addition to Du Bois and Garvey, numerous black
men and women engaged in Harlem-based activ-
ism. Henrietta Vinton Davis became the UNIA's
first international organizer and a Black Star Line
director. After making a fortune selling hair care
products to black women, Louisiana-born Madam
C. J. Walker worked in hopes of ensuring that
people of color could play a role in the post-World
War | affairs of Africa. Social worker George
Edmund Haynes cofounded the National Urban
League (1911) to help southern migrants find work
and adjust to life in northern cities. Born in Florida,
A. Philip Randolph became a Socialist Party orga-
nizer in New York and cofounded the Brotherhood
of Sleeping Car Porters (1925), later the nation’'s
most powerful black labor union. Hubert Harrison
from St. Croix combined leftist radicalism and
black nationalism as a Harlem orator, writer, and
agitator. Williana Burroughs became an important
American Communist after joining the party in
New Yorkin 1926.
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Detroit, Indianapolis, Atlantic City, and other towns
resisted black newcomers using tactics ranging
from school segregation to beatings and firebombs.
Activists fought back.In 1911—the same year in
which Booker T. Washington was beaten by an
angry white man while visiting Manhattan—Joel
Spingarn set up a local Vigilance Committee to
monitor the “insult” and exclusion the city’s black
men and women daily endured in the city’s shops
and eateries.In 1913 New York State passed a law
prohibiting racial discrimination in “all public
resorts, places of amusement, and public accommo-
dations,” although the statute was often ignored by
business owners who continued to segregate black
customers or kept them out altogether. The NAACP
fought back with lawsuits that won court decisions
or out-of-court settlements forcing businesses to
obey the law.’®

In neighborhoods across the city black New
Yorkers hoped to escape the overcrowding and high
rents of Harlem, but white residents formed associ-
ations to keep them out. The NAACP provided legal
aid to people like Samuel and Catherine Browne, a
mail carrier and public school teacher, who, in 1925,
moved into a white Staten Island neighborhood
only to confront death threats from local Ku Klux
Klansmen and stone-throwing mobs. The Brownes
resisted the attacks and Samuel Browne became a
leader of a Staten Island NAACP branch. But occa-
sional victories did not offset the struggles of resi-
dents of slums who could find nowhere else to live.
The emergence of other black neighborhoods—espe-
cially Bedford-Stuyvesant in Brooklyn—often rep-
licated Harlem’s problems, even as these communi-
ties provided comfortable homes for middle-class
African Americans alongside crowded tenements
for the poor. “Rather die now, than live one hundred
years in a ghetto,” Joel Spingarn told a midwestern
audience in 1914. By the 1920s his sentiment echoed
grimly in New York despite the NAACP’s efforts to
combat segregation there as elsewhere.!*

GARVEY'S FALL

As for black Americans hoping to go to Africa with
Marcus Garvey, their dream came to an end during
the same era. The UNIA lost momentum as money
troubles surfaced, key aides challenged Garvey’s
leadership, and rival black activists criticized his
movement. Garvey hurt the UNIA in 1922 when

he met with Edward Clarke, a leader of the Ku Klux
Klan, in Atlanta. America “is a white man’s country,”

Garvey declared in defending the meeting. This
statement was consistent with his message that
different races needed their own territories, but his
willingness to “accept segregation with a lover’s
kiss,” as a black Indiana newspaper put it, outraged
African Americans across the country. Meanwhile
Garvey’s plan touse the Black Star Line to carry
cargo and passengers ended up losing rather than
making money.t®

Most damaging of all, in 1922, the Justice
Department charged Garvey with mail fraud in an
open attempt to control the “pro-negro agitator” in
an era of racial unrest and fears of radical insurrec-
tion. Convicted and imprisoned in 1925, Garvey had
his sentence reduced by President Coolidge in 1927
on condition that he leave the country. Garvey re-
turned to Jamaica and then moved to London, where
he died in 1940 a largely forgotten figure.'®

Yet, in the years that followed, Garvey’s message
of black self-determination and separatism contin-
ued to inspire people in the Caribbean and Africa, as
well as among New York’s black thinkers and doers.
One of them, Malcolm Little, came to suspect that
white racists had murdered his father, a Michigan
UNIA organizer,in 1931. As Malcolm X, he would lat-
er take his own stand in Harlem, counseling African
Americans to defend themselves “by any means
necessary.” Garvey’s views would be rediscovered
by other Black Power militants in New York, the
United States, and across the so-called Third World
during the 1960s and’70s.Y

RACE CONSCIOUSNESS

Asthe UNIA waned, the NAACP emerged as the
nation’s most influential organization for cham-
pioning the message not only of integration but of
“race consciousness” as well. From its Fifth Avenue
office, the organization forged a nationwide network
of black men and women whose financial contri-
butions—often measured in coins and single dollar
bills—helped keep it alive. NAACP branch leaders
and field workers across the South truly were the
front line. They reported local conditions to New
York, provided the information necessary for law-
suits and legal defenses, and sustained the organi-
zation on the ground. The Fifth Avenue headquar-
ters became alifeline for black activists across the
country. “We are calling on you up there because
we can’t get there to ask for ourselves,” a group of
Arkansas sharecroppers protesting brutal labor
conditions wrote to the New York office in 1921.
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Flag announcing a
lynching flown from
the window of the
NAACP headquar-

al NAACP headquarters hung this banner from
its window every time a lynching occurred during
the 1930s. The offices on lower Fifth Avenue were

ters at 69 Fifth ameeting ground for Harlem activists and white
Avenue, New York civil libertarians.
1936

Unknown photographer,
gelatin silver print

Asthe NAACP faced the onset of the Great
Depression of the 1930s, its members in Harlem and
across the country adapted whatever tactics and
strategies they could—self-assertion, self-defense,
interracial cooperation—to keep fighting what Du
Bois had urged in 1919: “a sterner, longer, more un-
bending battle against the forces of hell in our own
land.” Other NAACP activists, including Rosa Parks,

Continuing its anti-lynching campaign, the nation-

E.D. Nixon, Martin Luther King Jr’s grandfather A.
D. Williams, and New Yorker Ella Baker, would plant
the seeds of the civil rights movement of the 1950s
and’60s. All relied on the New York office for sup-
port, just as the New York office depended on them.!®
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

‘Art [s a Weapon”
Activist Theater

1N the Great
Depression

Marc Blitzstein with Composer-lyricist Marc Blitzstein (center, holding
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The ticketholders stood glaring
at the locked doors that kept them
from entering the playhouse.

t was the evening of June 16,1937 and the
cast of Marc Blitzstein’s new musical, The
Cradle Will Rock, was supposed to be readying
the show’s first public preview in the Maxine
Elliott Theatre on 39th Street and Broadway.
A young director named Orson Welles was staging
the play, which focused on a steelworkers’ strike in
a fictional Midwestern city. Welles was working
under the supervision of the Federal Theatre Project
(FTP),the US government agency tasked with fund-
ing plays as a way to help theater workers survive
the hard times of the Great Depression. But tonight
the FTP had locked the theater: supposedly, govern-
ment budget cuts meant that the production had
run out of money.

The cast of The Cradle Will Rock, however, had
another explanation for the lock-out. Across the
country, steelworkers and others were challeng-
ing companies for the right to unionize. They were
emboldened by the organizing drive of the new
Congress of Industrial Organizations (CI0), and by
the Wagner Act of 1935, which placed federal sup-
port behind such efforts. But resistance to the union
movement from businessmen and conservative
politicians was growing as well.

The Cradle Will Rock spelled out a strong message
of support for workers in their struggles against
what the playwright portrayed as greedy, callous,
and corrupt capitalists. But because of that mes-
sage the play might embarrass Franklin Delano
Roosevelt’s White House, busy fighting hostile
Republican and southern Democratic congressmen
who claimed that Roosevelt’s policies—including
support for labor unions and “radical” artists—were
un-American and even communistic. Cast members
believed that the liberal presidential administra-
tion was bowing to the pressure of conservatives
for political reasons and censoring free expression
of pro-labor, “radical” views.

But Welles, Blitzstein, and their producer, anoth-
er young New Yorker named John Houseman, were
not giving up so easily. Working frantically, they
arranged to have the play open that same night at

another theater, the Venice, 19 blocks uptown on
58th Street. Here they could perform on their own,
outside of government control.

Cast and audience trekked uptown, but once
there, they had to overcome another hurdle.
Ironically, given the play’s pro-union stance, the
actors’ union—Actors’ Equity— refused to allow its
members to appear on stage without the FTP’s per-
mission. To sidestep the union and the FTP, Welles
and Houseman improvised, scattering their actors
in audience seats rather than on stage. “There is
nothing to prevent you... getting up from your seats,
as US citizens, and speaking or singing your piece
when the cue comes,” they told their cast.!

At 9:05 an expectant audience of 2,000 watched
as the curtain lifted to reveal a bare stage, with
Marc Blitzstein banging away on a rented, beat-up
piano. One by one, actors—some of them profes-
sionals, others amateurs drawn to the troupe by the
promise of weekly government paychecks—stood
up around the theater. They unfolded the tale of
Steeltown, U.S.A., where the workers under Larry
Foreman (actor Howard da Silva) went on strike to
confront Mr. Mister (Will Geer), the town’s malignant,
all-powerful company owner. With actors popping
up everywhere, “the audience found itself ‘turning,
as at atennis match’ from one character to another...,
Houseman later recalled. When the curtain went
down, “there was a second’s silence—then all hell
broke loose” as the audience roared its approval.?

The “runaway opera” played to full, enthusiastic
houses for two weeks. But its triumph also marked
a hightide for the era’s outpouring of activist art. In
1939 the entire FTP was disbanded when a hostile
Congress cut its funding. By then, as worries about
animpending world war distracted New Yorkers and
other Americans, a decade of “socially conscious”
theater had reached its end.®

)

THE WEAPON

“Artis a weapon” became the rallying cry for many
young New York artists during the 1930s. The Great
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First National
Workers Theatre

By 1932, when this poster advertised a workers’
theater conference, New York was a center for
and Spartakiade left-wing dramatic troupes. The title “Sparta-
Conference poster kiade" was inspired by Spartacus who was leader
1932 of a slave revolt in ancient Rome and a hero to

Hugo Gellert 20th-century Marxists.

Depression had spurred members of a new genera-
tion to question the very ground rules of life in New
York City and America. Following the Wall Street
stock market crash of 1929, the American economy
slowed drastically as banks closed and employers
laid off workers. By 1935 one-third of all employ-
able New Yorkers—about one million people—were
jobless. The Depression hit the arts especially hard.
Atleast 8,000 actors and 4,000 chorus “girls” and
“boys” were out of work in New York City. Capitalism,
the economic system through which the United
States had risen to world power—with New York
as its largest metropolis and business command
center—seemed to be collapsing, leaving millions
of Americans to scrounge for work, money, food,
and survival.*

Rebel Arts Group
banner 1936-39
Unknown artist

Visual as well as performing artists made New
York a hotbed of leftist creativity during the
Depression. This banner, with its message of
gender and racial equality and working-class
solidarity, was designed by members of the Rebel
Arts Group, a Socialist Party organization that in-
cluded painter Fairfield Porter and poster designer
Harry Herzog.

Still, the city continued to serve as a refuge for
artists and an incubator for their work. For a centu-
ry New York had been the nation’s cultural capital
drawing generations of ambitious creators to its
schools, studios, galleries, newspapers, magazines,
and to Broadway, the nation’s largest, most influen-
tial theater district. Now, with the economy collaps-
ing, many young New Yorkers looked for radical
alternatives, turning to the Communist Party and
the Soviet Union as lifelines to the future. Among
them were Jews whose immigrant parents had been
active in the socialist and labor movements, and
African Americans weary of Harlem’s poverty. By
the mid-1930s probably half of the party’s 65,000
American members (and many thousands more
non-member sympathizers) lived in New York City.
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1 Orson Welles 1937
Carl Van Vechten, gelatin silver print

2 Lee Strasbergc.1946
Unknown photographer, gelatin silver
print (detail)

3 Rose McClendon as Serena in
Porgy 1927
Vandamm, gelatin silver print

4 Hallie Flanagan, national
director of the Federal Theatre
Project, speaking on CBS Radio
1936
Unknown photographer

5 John Garfield (left) and Will Lee
(right) during rehearsals for
Heavenly Express 1940
Talbot Studio, photograph (detail)

6 Will Geer as Ed Tilden in On
Whitman Avenue 1946
Lucas-Monroe/Lucas-Pritchard, gelatin
silver print

Hundreds of theater folk created
left-leaning plays in 1930s New York;
many would later face hardships for
their activism. Director Orson Welles
courted controversy with The Cradle
Will Rock and other plays. Group The-
atre co-founder Lee Strasberg would
become one of the nation’s most in-
fluential acting teachers. The Players’
Theatre Workshop's Rose McClendon
gave voice to African-American tal-
ents. From a Manhattan office, Hallie
Flanagan ran the Federal Theatre Proj-
ect. The Workers Laboratory Theatre's
Will Lee would go on to play “Mr. Hoop-
er” on the television series Sesame
Street. Actor Will Geer, later a star on
television's The Waltons, helped spark
the early gay rights movement when
he introduced Californian Harry Hay
to Marxism.
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From their national headquarters facing Union
Square, Communists urged Americans to reject a
failed system for a hopeful, exhilarating model: the
Soviet Union, where poverty and want were sup-
posedly vanishing and artists were allegedly free
to express the values of universal human dignity,

rather than those of self-interest and class privilege.

Even for the vast majority of young New Yorkers (in-
cluding artists) who did not join the party, its stated
positions—support for labor unions, resistance to
racism and war, equality between the sexes, the
need to pressure officials to provide housing and
jobs for the masses—often fueled hopes for a better
world. At the same time, New York leftists outside
the Communist Party—including Socialists, anar-
chists, and independent Marxists—were scathing

in their denunciations of Soviet realities such as the
purging of political dissidents in Russia.

A LIVING STAGE

In the early 1930s leftist hopes and energies
spurred the emergence of scores of workers’ the-
aters and dance troupes throughout the city,
more than anywhere else in the nation. Some of
these efforts, such as the German Workers Club’s
Prolet-Buhne (Worker’s Stage) and the Yiddish-
language Artef (the Arbeiter Teater Verband/
Workers Theatrical Alliance), had started in the
1920s. Others, such as the Pro-Lab, the Workers
Laboratory Theatre (WLT), the Theatre Union, the
Theatre of Action, the New Dance Group, and the

Untitled [Protest]
c.1940

Alexander Alland,
acetate negative

Young Depression-era
New York leftists
march in an antiwar
parade. They carry

a “scale” from which
the figure of a man
hangs sacrificed to the
greed of capitalism
(symbolized by bags
of money).
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Workers Dance League, were brand new. Many were
affiliated with the Communist Party. All dedicated
themselves to the goal of art by and for working
people—a “living stage” from which young writers
and performers could turn audiences into an aware,

militant, unified working class fighting for its rights.

Over coffee in the all-night Stewart’s Cafeterias
on Sheridan Square and Union Square, actors,
directors, and playwrights argued over their goals.
Should they simply be working to forge a strong
labor movement, or should they try to spur a revolu-
tion to create a Communist United States? In either
case, they thrilled at the opportunity to pool their
individual talents into a collective project for social
change. To save scarce money as well as to experi-
ment in communal living many actors and actress-
es shared apartments. A group of male and female
WLT members, for example, rented an East 13th
Street apartment; over 20 members later moved
into a house on East 27th Street. As John Houseman

putit, the theater offered “an escape from the anxi-
ety and squalor of their own lives and a direct par-
ticipation in that ‘joyous fervor’ that accompanies
the creation of a brave new world.”®

How to build that brave new world? The troupes
reached out to the city’s numerous labor unions and
leftist workers’ clubs, which bought blocks of tickets
and invited the troupes to perform in union halls, at
fund-raising benefits, and at May Day rallies. When
employees in a University Place shop started a
sit-down strike, refusing to budge from their work
stations until bosses negotiated with them, WLT
actors entertained the strikers, carrying their props
in and out through a store window. “The fantastic
thing about our gang,” Pro-Lab and WLT actor Will
Lee later reminisced, “is that we weren’t singers
but we sang, we weren’t dancers but we could move.
Nothing fazed me—in pageants I used to slide down
a fourteen-foot ladder. It had to be done.”®

Prison scene from
They Shall Not Die
1934

Vandamm, gelatin
silver print

John Wexley's They
Shall Not Die (1934)
was one of several
“socially conscious”
New York plays that
protested the racist
mistreatment of
African Americans
in the South.
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AGIT-PROP

Get yourself a trumpet, buddy, a big red trumpet.
And climb to the top of the Empire State Building
and blare out the news—Time to revolt! Black
man, white man, field man, shop man—Time
torevolt! Get yourself a trumpet, buddy, a big...
red.. trumpet!®

Such were some of the final words of Newshboy,

a short play presented by the WLT in their rehearsal
loft on East 12th Street in 1933. They would pres-
ent it many more times, in New York’s Fifth Avenue
Theatre, in Chicago, and elsewhere; workers’ the-
aters, amateur groups, and college dramatic societ-
ies soon performed it nationwide, and it was staged
as far afield as London.

The forceful, repetitive simplicity of Newsboy’s
lines was deliberate. Left-wing theater troupes were
intent on finding the most effective means of arous-
ing and teaching their audiences. In New York, the
city where new ideas constantly crossed paths, they
had plenty to choose from. Newsboy and other New
York plays were most striking for their use of agit-
prop (Agitation-Propaganda), created during the
Soviet Union’s early years to educate and convert

Waiting for Lefty
1937

Vandamm, gelatin silver
print

Actor Elia Kazan (third
from left) stirs the
audience to support
ataxidrivers’ strikein
Waiting for Lefty.

the Russian people to Communism. The Soviet gov-
ernment sponsored troupes of traveling actors who
used pantomime, song, chanting, repetition, dance,
and colorful posters to communicate with Russia’s
millions of often illiterate peasants and laborers.
Members of New York’s workers’ theaters believed
that these tactics had helped forge the Russian
people into arevolutionary force;in America they
might do the same, or at least strengthen and unify
workers in their demands for a better life.

“You hear? Seventeen white men take a black
man for aride, and string him up a tree, and fill his
body full of holes because a white woman said he
smiled at her.” These lines, spoken by an African-
American actor in Newsboy, evoked another shared
aim of the agit-prop groups: their determination to
denounce racism as a twisted symptom of capital-
ist society. The crusade to prevent the execution of
eight of the “Scottsboro Boys”—nine young black
Alabamans convicted in 1931 of rape based on the
guestionable testimony of two white women—be-
came a focal point for leftist writers and performers
as well as for Communist and NAACP lawyers in
New York. Plays echoing the case hit New York stag-
es, including the Prolet-Buhne’s agit-prop Scottsboro,
John Wexley’s They Shall Not Die, and the Theatre
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Union’s Stevedore, about a militant black worker
falsely accused of rape. One viewer of Stevedore,
an African-American woman from Philadelphia,
proclaimed “I’'d have walked to New York to see that
play.” The Scottsboro Boys were eventually exoner-
ated, although they all served prison terms.°

In an era whenracial segregation backstage was
routine, and a Broadway charity, the Actors’ Dinner
Club, refused to serve black people, leftist artists
also challenged the racism of their own profession.
The black and white actors of Stevedore received
equal pay and defiantly shared dressing rooms.
Both the Theatre Union and the Group Theatre broke
the illegal but common Broadway practice of seat-
ing black customers only in the balcony. Meanwhile,
Harlem-based artists started their own “socially
conscious” theaters. Rose McClendon’s Players’
Theatre Workshop, the Negro People’s Theatre,
and the Suitcase Theatre insisted on staging
plays by, for, and about black Americans and their
Depression-era struggles. Established and bud-
ding Harlem writers and artists—Langston Hughes,
Gwendolyn Bennett, Romare Bearden, Ralph Ellison,
and others—contributed to their productions.

“WELL, WHAT’S THE ANSWER?”

Not all audiences appreciated the agit-prop con-
coctions. “We’d drag ourselves out to Brooklyn or
Queens, carrying our costumes in brown paper bags
on a deserted subway train,” the New Dance Group’s
Edna Ockoremembered, “..always [playing] starv-
ing workers, and the real starving workers wanted
ballet dancers in tutus, or tap dancers.” Reviewers
for New York’s leftist press, including New Theatre
magazine and the Communist Daily Worker, some-
times criticized productions for not presenting
the “correct” political interpretation, or for lack of
originality. “In the first act we suffer, in the second
we pass out leaflets, and in the third we go on strike,”
a New Theatre critic complained. More broadly, the
plays tended only to reach that part of New York’s
population that already leaned leftward in its views,
rather than winning large numbers of new converts
to the cause of labor or revolution. “Agit-prop plays
could convert nobody who wasn’t already at least
partly convinced,” actor Jay Williams concluded.!!
Despite criticism, by the mid-1930s the passion
of such productions was spreading beyond the
workers’ theaters. On January 6, 1935, for example,
the Civic Repertory Theatre on 14th Street became
the showcase for an electrifying new drama staged

by the Group Theatre, a company founded in 1931
by New York directors Harold Clurman, Cheryl
Crawford, and Lee Strasberg. Although not officially
a “political” company, many Group members en-
thusiastically followed the progress of the workers’
theaters, and some joined the Communist Party.

Now, one of their number—Clifford Odets—had
written a play, Waiting for Lefty, which pulled au-
diences headlong into the action. Based on a 1934
strike by New York City taxi drivers, Lefty trans-
formed the theater into an imagined union hall,
where actors portraying cab drivers, some scattered
in the audience, debated whether to strike for higher
pay. The play climaxed in the shattering news that
Lefty, the play’s unseen hero, had been murdered
by thugs working for taxi bosses and corrupt union
leaders trying to prevent a strike.

On opening night, Clurman watched as the line
separating cast and audience seemed to dissolve.

Program for One Third
of A Nation 1938
Federal Theatre Project

The program for the Living Newspaper
production of One Third of a Nation came in
the form of a daily paper.
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“[A] shock of delighted recognition struck the audi-
ence like a tidal wave,” he wrote. “Deep laughter, hot
assent.. seemed to sweep the audience toward the
stage.” When the actors asked, “Well, what’s the
answer?” the audience roared back “Strike! Strike!”
As Clurman saw it, “people went from the theater
dazed and happy; a new awareness and confidence
had entered their lives.” Lefty ran for 144 perfor-
mances at West 48th Street’s Longacre Theatre;
some 60 other productions opened in towns and
cities across the country.'?

A NEW DEAL FOR ARTISTS

“What we want is a free, adult, uncensored theater,”
Harry Hopkins declared in July 1935. Hopkins, a
former New York City social worker, was head of the
Works Progress Administration (WPA), President
Roosevelt’s new federal agency tasked with spend-
ing $4 billion to put 3.5 million Americans back to
work. In August 1935 he inaugurated the Federal
Theatre Project as part of the WPA’s white-collar
division, which aimed to provide work to 40,000
professionals, including painters, sculptors, writ-
ers, musicians, composers, and others. Torun the
FTP, Hopkins chose his college classmate Hallie
Flanagan, director of the Experimental Theatre
program at Vassar College in Poughkeepsie, New
York. Although the FTP was a nationwide program,
with funds flowing from Washington, Flanagan
knew that the focal point of her efforts had to be in
New York City, the country’s theatrical heart. The
FTPultimately leased five Manhattan playhouses
for its performances (as well as sponsoring troupes
in the “outer boroughs”). Shows that began in New
York often became the basis for productions by FTP
theaters nationwide.?®

In the program’s first year, Flanagan established
200 theatrical groups across the country employing

over 12,000 performers, directors, writers, stage-
hands, teachers, and technicians. To guarantee
artistic quality, FTP rules allowed regional direc-
tors to hire 10 percent skilled professionals; the
other 90 percent had to be men and women whose
main qualification was being jobless. Soon the FTP
was reaching nearly 400,000 Americans weekly
with performances, most for free and the rest at an
average of 15 cents a ticket.

In New York Flanagan viewed her job as help-
ing to advance “the new frontier.. against disease,
dirt, poverty, illiteracy, unemployment and de-
spair... special privilege and apathy.” Eager for a

regular paycheck, many veterans of New York’s
workers’ theaters flocked into the FTP. Among its
most provocative productions were the Living
Newspapers, partly modeled on the Soviet agit-prop
performances Flanagan and many FTP directors
admired. Researched by a crew of newspapermen
working under the direction of Morris Watson, head
of the Newspaper Guild (the journalists’ union),

the Living Newspapers used pantomime, off-stage
loudspeakers, stylized sets, film clips, and the latest
headlines to educate audiences about the era’s most
timely social problems. Typical was One Third of a
Nation, which addressed the ongoing crisis of urban
slum housing, complete with a four-story tene-
ment-house stage set, partly built out of pieces of
demolished Manhattan buildings provided by the
New York City Housing Authority.!*

Yet, despite Flanagan’s efforts to protect the
creative freedom of her employees, Washington
politics shaped the FTP’s agenda well before The
Cradle Will Rock was stripped of funds in 1937.

Rep. J. Parnell
Thomas 1939
Harris & Ewing,
glass negative

New Jersey Congressman J. Parnell Thomas was
one of numerous conservative foes of the New
Deal and the Federal Theatre Project. He would
later be a key player in the House Un-American Ac-
tivities Committee's interrogations of suspected
Communists during the late 1940s.
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Conservatives saw the FTP as a prime example of
the “subversive” tendencies of the entire New Deal.
Especially targeted were New York City FTP produc-
tions such as the Negro Theatre Project’s Turpentine,
about the exploitation of black workers by southern
white businessmen, and Revolt of the Beavers, which
seemed to encourage its juvenile audience to side
with the “masses” of ordinary beavers in arevo-
lution against their king. New Jersey Republican
Congressman J. Parnell Thomas described the FTP
as “one more link in the vast and unparalleled New
Deal propaganda machine.. infested with radicals
from top to bottom.” Congressional opposition meant
that it was only a matter of time before the FTP would
be fully shut down, as it was in late June 1939.1%

Two months later, World War II erupted when
Hitler’s troops invaded Poland. For many New York
City Communists, the non-aggression pact between
the Soviet Union and Nazi Germany that launched
the war came as a bewildering betrayal of their
belief that the Communist Party was committed

Franklin D. Roosevelt
with the cast of Pins
and Needles 1938
Katherine Joseph,

gelatin silver print

Some New York labor
unions mounted their
own politically pointed
plays. Here, Interna-
tional Ladies’ Garment
Workers Union head
David Dubinsky (left)
and performers from
the ILGWU's musical
revue Pins and Nee-
dles visit President
Roosevelt (holding
program). Mutual sup-
port between FDR and
unions aroused the
anger of conservative
opponents.

to fighting Fascism. Some left the Party, and many
who remained were deeply shaken. Only with the
Naziinvasion of Russia in June 1941, and then
America’s entry into the war in December 1941,
could American Communists wholeheartedly join
their talents—artistic and otherwise—to what was
now a shared military effort.

By then other conflicts and temptations had
largely killed the workers’ theater movement. Many
went from the defunct FTP and workers’ troupes to
Hollywood or into the military. Wartime prosperity
softened some leftists’ anger and fervor. As Harold
Clurman put it, “poor guys’ like ourselves, ‘outsid-
ers’—the opposition, in short—were able to swim
into the main stream of money, security, respect-
ability.” For the moment, the war against Nazism—
and opportunities in areviving economy—brought a
new chapter in their lives and careers. Few foresaw
the price many would pay for their Depression-era
radicalism in the postwar years to come.!®
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This 1948 reelection poster for East Harlem congressman Vito Marcantonio
(center) of the American Labor Party (ALP) identified him with other figures
favored by liberal and leftist New Yorkers: (left to right) the late president
Franklin D. Roosevelt, former mayor Fiorello La Guardia, and ALP presidential
candidate Henry Wallace. Small parties like the ALP were able to gain seats

in New York's city government beginning in 1937 through a system of propor-
tional representation, instead of “winner take all.” That system was repealed
in 1949 as a political movement against leftists gained momentum.

Vito Marcantonio
campaign poster
1948



In late 1947 hundreds of New
York University students turned
Washington Square Park into a

rallying ground.

heir complaint: NYU had removed

Professor Lyman Bradley as German

Department chairman. Bradley and

others had been convicted of contempt of
Congress for refusing to hand over records of the
Joint Anti-Fascist Refugee Committee (JAFRC).
Although Bradley was awaiting an appeal, NYU had
gone ahead and removed him.

Founded in New York in 1942, the JAFRC aided
refugees from Spain’s right-wing Franco regime.
Bradley and other board members believed that
handing over their papers would jeopardize the
lives of activists within Spain, as well as subject
thousands of American supporters to political
persecution. To the House Un-American Activities
Committee (HUAC), on the other hand, JAFRC was
a dangerous organization, secretly controlled by
Communists to advance their agenda of world rev-
olution. In HUAC’s view, obtaining the records was
vital to the international fight against Communism.

By December 1947 pro-Bradley demonstrations
had spread to City College, Columbia University,
and Hunter College, as well as to Brooklyn College,
where students were angered that novelist Howard
Fast—also convicted over the JAFRC records—was
barred from speaking on campus. The protests con-
tinued into the following year. On October 11,1948,
200 students tried to crowd into a meeting between
Bradley and NYU Dean Thomas Pollock. Students
also started petitions and letter-writing campaigns;
one letter praised Bradley for being “a real American,
not un-American Committee brand... Shame on you!”!

But their own activism was becoming dangerous.
NYU administrators warned that the protests were
“strongly surcharged with Communist elements.”
Activists who continued to stand up against HUAC
increasingly did so at the risk of their own liveli-
hoods and privacy, as government agents and col-
lege officials tracked their activities. And, in the end,
the students could do little for Lyman Bradley, even

though he had never, in fact, joined the Communist
Party. Along with his ten JAFRC colleagues, Bradley
went to prison (in his case for three months) and he
was dismissed from his professorship, despite his ef-
forts to fight on in the courts. He never taught again.?

RED CITY, ANTI-RED CITY

New York was a special target for “red hunters”
during the era of McCarthyism—a term describing
Wisconsin Senator Joseph McCarthy’s campaign
against alleged Communists during the early 1950s.
But McCarthyism was only one part of a broader
array of government and private campaigns to
purge leftists from American life between the late
1940s and early '60s. The city was the epicenter of
the American left; its voters had repeatedly elect-
ed two Communists—Benjamin Davis and Peter
Cacchione— to the City Council. From its head-
gquarters near Union Square, the US Communist
Party (CPUSA) was said to control the lives of
some 74,000 card-carrying members nationwide,
about half of whom lived in the New York area. The
FBI’s Soviet Espionage Division was based not

in Washington but in Manhattan, where agents
monitored the comings and goings at the Russian
Consulate on East 61st Street.

To many conservatives, moreover, the city’s
liberalism was itself a form of subversion. They
saw New York’s left-leaning politics as a plot by
Communists, aided by “fellow travelers” and
well-meaning dupes. Among those dupes was
anyone who had joined with the USSR in speaking
out against Nazism in the 1930s. This included
members of the American Labor Party (ALP), an
organization founded in New York in 1936 to sup-
port President Roosevelt’s New Deal, Fiorello La
Guardia, and a pro-labor agenda in local politics.
ALP spokesmen such as East Harlem congress-
man Vito Marcantonio worked comfortably with
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“It’s not just Bradley
they want” protest
flyer 1948

In 1948 New York Uni-
versity students hand-
ed out this flyer to rally
others against “the
Thomas Committee”
(HUAC) and other “red
hunters” who were
accusing Professor
Lyman Bradley, Holly-
wood screenwriters,
Nation magazine, and
labor unions of being
Communists or Com-
munist-influenced.




Communists, and “Marc” himself was rumored by
some to be a secret CPUSA member. When 422,000
New York City voters—Communists and non-Com-
munists alike—supported ALP candidate Henry
Wallace for President in 1948, Wallace’s vows to re-
store American-Soviet friendship and combat racial
discrimination branded his supporters as radicals;
many ended up on lists of “subversives.”

In effect, many conservatives branded any-
one who supported labor unions, or civil rights
for African Americans and Puerto Ricans, as
“Communist”; while some of those left-leaning New
Yorkers were CPUSA members, many were not.
And a current of anti-Semitic bigotry that blamed
Communism on New York Jews ran just below (and
sometimes above) the surface of anti-“subversive”
campaigns in Congress and New York itself. (While
Jews did make up the most noticeable ethnic group
inthe city’s Communist Party and in other leftwing
movements, the vast majority of New York’s Jews
were not Communists.) Communist-hunters also
targeted gay men and women, largely out of ho-
mophobia and the belief that homosexuality was an
insidious threat to America, but also because they

feared that “closeted” homosexuals with govern-
ment jobs might be blackmailed by Communists
who could then force them to spy for Russia.

Federal courthouses in lower Manhattan soon
became settings for inquests including the 1949
trial of 11 CPUSA leaders who were convicted of
conspiring to advocate the overthrow of the gov-
ernment by force and violence. And the city became
an incubator of grassroots anti-Communist activ-
ism. Many of the city’s two million-plus Roman
Catholics agreed with Monsignor Fulton Sheen that
Communism was “to the social body what leprosy is
to the physical body.” The Brooklyn Diocese’s week-
ly Tablet charged that godless Communists had en-
slaved Catholics in Soviet-occupied Eastern Europe.
Local chapters of the Catholic War Veterans, Knights
of Columbus, Veterans of Foreign Wars, and others
mobilized against Communist subversion. While
fewer than 20,000 marched in the city’s 1949 leftist
May Day parade, 50,000 to 100,000 anti-Commu-
nists marched in the Manhattan Loyalty Day parade
sponsored by publisher William Randolph Hearst
and Catholic Cardinal Francis Spellman.?

Anti-Communist activism also came from the left

Demonstration
against a Peace
Conference in
New York 1949
Keystone-France/
Gamma-Keystone,
photograph

Anti-Communists
picket outside the
Waldorf-Astoria Hotel
in1949. They were
protesting the Waldorf
World Peace Con-
ference, a gathering
of Soviet and leftist
American writers and
artists who blamed
the United States for
the Cold War between
the two superpowers.
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and center. Embittered by decades of rivalry with
Communists, socialist and liberal union leaders
did all they could to remove Communist influence.
Other socialists, like the NYU philosophy professor
Sidney Hook, outraged by Soviet dictator Joseph
Stalin’s oppression and violence, organized the
American Committee for Cultural Freedom in 1949
(with funding from the CIA, the US government
intelligence agency) to remove secret American
Communists from positions of influence.

FEAR

New York Communists faced attacks from all sides—
from government officials, conservatives, non-Com-
munist leftists, and many liberals. But being in the
party was a more complex matter than many of
their foes understood. Members felt a passionate
faith in the possibility of a better world. Even one of
their harshest critics, Sidney Hook, admitted that
American Communists had created “a network of
social, emotional, and personal relationships that
constituted a vibrant community.” For most, by

the late 1940s the party’s attraction had little to

do with fantasies of revolution, or even with hopes
for converting the American working class in their
lifetimes. Instead, the CPUSA’s broad political agen-
da—anti-fascism, support for unions, and opposi-
tion to racism—Ilured supporters as much as did the
supposed model of the Soviet Union as a classless
society. On the other hand, the postwar CPUSA lost
many members by expecting them to defend every
twist and turn of Soviet policy and to ignore Stalin’s
massacres and repression of his own people.*

The death sentences meted outin 1951 to two
New Yorkers convicted of being Russian spies,
Julius and Ethel Rosenberg, sparked a global effort
by Communists and other leftists to save their lives.
Despite mass rallies and pleas for clemency, the US
government executed the couple in 1953. Ironically,
however, as the anti-Communist alarm heated up in
the 1950s, other events—including disillusionment
after the new Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev
publicly revealed Stalin’s crimes—were already de-
stroying American Communism. By one estimate, in
1955 when the CPUSA in New York had declined to
around 10,000 members, 1,353 of them were actually
undercover FBI agents. By mid-1957 only 3,500 men
and women remained in the city’s Communist Party.

Nevertheless, the campaign against Communist
influence continued. During the 1950s, any New
Yorker with a record of involvement in leftist

Demonstrators protesting Julius and Ethel Rosenberg’s conviction and
death sentence gather near Union Square hours before their execution
June 19,1953

Lawrence Schiller, photograph

causes—Dblack civil rights, union organizing, or early
gay rights advocacy—ran the risk of being labeled a
Communist or Communist sympathizer. Those who
refused to testify, citing their constitutional right
to their own political views or against self-incrim-
ination, often faced contempt charges and jail time.
This was especially true for those who refused to
name others as party members. Meanwhile, many
workers in schools and public offices had to sign loy-
alty oaths and disavow Communism in order to keep
their jobs; even New York City high school students
had to sign such an oath to receive their diplomas.
More shadowy was the blacklist, which cut “con-
troversial” men and women out of work in the en-
tertainment industry and other fields. Blacklisting
became lucrative for a group of Manhattan an-
ti-Communists, who went into the business of
“talent clearance.” In 1950 Counterattack, an agency
run by three ex-FBI agents, published Red Channels:
The Report on Communist Influence in Radio and
Television, which named 151 actors, writers, direc-
tors, and producers, many of them New Yorkers, as
members of Communist fronts. One of the report’s
co-authors went on to found AWARE, Inc., which
sold television networks information on the poli-
tics of potential performers. Fearing boycotts, the
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Hazel Scott defends
herself before

the House Un-
American Activities
Committee 1950
Unknown photographer

Singer Hazel Scott was listed in Red Channels in
1950. A dedicated civil rights activist and wife of
Harlem's congressman Adam Clayton Powell Jr.,
Scott was the first African American to have her
own television series. A week after her HUAC tes-
timony, the Dumont Television Network canceled
the series.

networks barred hundreds of men and women.
Countless others were intimidated by the fear of
being tainted as “red” (Communist) or “pink” (a
Communist sympathizer). As novelist Howard
Fastlater recalled, one publisher “begged me not

to submit my manuscript to him, and not put him in
the terrible position of having to reject it out of fear.
I abided by his wishes.”®

LEFTIST ACTIVISM IN THE CROSSHAIRS

The purge diminished New York activism by tak-
ing aim at organizations dedicated to progressive
causes. When JAFRC closed its doors in 1955 it
joined a host of groups—including the Civil Rights
Congress, the Jefferson School of Social Science,
and the National Council of the Arts, Sciences and
Professions—unable to survive government inves-
tigations. Anti-Communism also reshaped the city’s

labor movement. Between 1946 and 1950 a gener-
ation of labor leaders abruptly found themselves
fired, deprived of power in the unions they had
helped to build, or barred from membership. Many
foreign-born unionists left the country in the face of
deportation laws aimed at Communists.

The anti-Communist crusade scored one of its
biggest victories in the city’s public school sys-
tem through a multi-pronged campaign against
the Teachers Union (TU). Since the mid-1930s the
TU had been dominated by CPUSA members. They
had campaigned vigorously for better pay and
working conditions for the membership. Following
party policy the union also fought against unequal
conditions for black and Puerto Rican children, who
crowded into decaying public schools while the
Board of Education concentrated resources in large-
ly white middle-class neighborhoods.

The union denounced inferior schooling as part
of alarger pattern of “Jim Crow practices” of dis-
crimination in New York. Teachers active in the
TU, including Alice Citron (a secret Communist
Party member, who was Jewish) and her African-
American colleagues Lucille Spence and Mildred
Flacks, worked to combat the problem by mobilizing
parents, clergy, and other community members to
pressure the Board of Education. They also fought
to eliminate racial stereotypes and introduce black
history into the public school curriculum. In 1941—
almost 30 years before Afro-American Studies
became arallying cry for young black activists—
Citron and other TU members called for a new
curriculum to make students “aware of the great
part Negro people have played in the building and
progress of our country.” Reflecting the Communist
Party’s campaign against “male chauvinism,” the
TU also denounced texts in which “women and girls
were portrayed in inferior roles.” These campaigns
helped plant the seeds of changes that the civil
rights, student, and women’s liberation movements
would successfully bring to American education in
the 1960s and beyond.®

CRACKDOWN

In 1950 the Board of Education cracked down,
calling the Teachers Union “an instrument of the
Communist Party” and banning it from negotiations.
Board member George A. Timone, a Bronx lawyer
with ties to ultraconservative Catholic groups, led
the charge. One conservative leader asserted that
“even a teacher who is not a Communist can be led to
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indoctrinate children with pro-Communist propa-
ganda stemming from the Teachers’ Union.”®

Between 1948 and the late 1950s over 1,100 TU
members were interrogated by Board of Education
officials, aided by the New York Police Department
“red squad,” the FBI, HUAC, and informers inside the
union. Often the suspects were given no notice be-
fore hearings and many were not allowed any legal
counsel. Hundreds, including Alice Citron, lost their
jobs. The crackdown effectively ended the TU as a
functioning labor union, setting the stage for the
rise of a politically more moderate and anti-Commu-
nist United Federation of Teachers (UFT) to dominate
the labor movement for educators in New York City.

TU leaders and members fought back vigorous-
ly but futilely, participating in picket lines, angry
public hearings, and legal challenges. After losing
its status as a bargaining agent, the union reinvent-
ed itself as a lobbying organization, pursuing the
same goals it had advocated during the 1930s and
’40s. Among its causes were training programs for
black teachers, support for civil rights, and a plan for
integrating New York City schools published three
weeks before the landmark 1954 Brown v. Board of
Education case.

Teachers Union
members march

in protest against
Board of Education
interrogations and
firings of alleged
Communists 1950
Unknown photographer

Despite the anti-Com-
munist “purge,” TU
members insisted

on their right to pro-
test publicly.

THAW

Other allies also fought back against the “witch
hunt” in the schools. At one contentious public
hearing at the Board of Education’s headquartersin
1950, Communist-affiliated officials from the United
Public Workers Union, the Harlem Trade Union, and
the International Jewelry Workers Union joined the
TU to vigorously oppose the resolution barring the
TU. They argued that it “would deny teachers... the
right to freely join any organization of their own
choosing” and end “every vestige of independence.”
Some New York anti-Communists also opposed the
teacher firings, especially when the Communist
ties of the accused were unproven or only fleeting.
Meanwhile, anti-communist New York intellectuals
writing for magazines like Dissent, The New Leader,
and Partisan Review blasted McCarthy’s “excesses
and demagogic exaggerations,” even as they also
decried the Soviet Union and criticized one another.’®
By the mid-1950s opponents of the purges were
beginning to score some successes. Echoing other
liberal journalists, broadcaster Edward R. Murrow
exposed Senator McCarthy’s smear tactics before
millions of viewers in 1954, the same year that
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national events opened the door for broader chal-
lenges to the purge. These included the end of the
Korean War, Joseph McCarthy’s fall from senato-
rial power, and the appointment of the moderate
Earl Warren as the Supreme Court’s chief justice.

In addition to its Brown v. Board of Education ruling,
the Warren court soon began declaring some key
components of the anti-Communist crusade to be
unconstitutional. Here and there in the city, dissent-
ers also challenged the climate of fear. In Queens in
1960 several Flushing High School students were
denied their diplomas when they refused to sign
loyalty oaths. The following year, students struck
for the right to hear the Communist Benjamin Davis
and the black Muslim Malcolm X when Queens
College refused to let the two men speak on campus.

In 1962 a Foley Square courtroom became the
setting for another pivotal legal victory when John
Henry Faulk, a liberal radio humorist who had been
fired by WCBS, won his lawsuit against the black-
list organization AWARE, Inc. Faulk’s “offense” had
beentoorganize union members to challenge the
blacklist. His victory effectively ended blacklisting
inthe broadcast industry.

By then, however, the Cold War “witch hunts” had
had their impact, chilling the climate for social ac-
tivism. The expulsion of Communists from unions
and professional organizations narrowed the terms
of debate on issues ranging from health insur-
ance and racial equality to the arms race. By the
mid-1950s older leftists also lamented a “missing

UE Fights for Women
Workers booklet
cover 1952

United Electrical,

Radio and Machine Work-
ers of America

The Communist-
affiliated United
Electrical (UE) union
promoted gender
equality while defying
the anti-Communist
“witch hunt.” Betty
Friedan, the author of
this 1952 pamphlet,
went on to become a
“Founding Mother”

of the women’s libera-
tion movement during
the 1960s.

generation” of activists. As a Queens College profes-
sor observed in 1954, his students were “not given
to controversy. They don’t even argue in the lounge
about music and art the way we did. This is a gener-
ation that grew up in the cold war.”"

LEGACIES FOR A NEW GENERATION

By the dawn of the 1960s, as the “baby boom” gen-
eration entered high school and a new wave of
student activism began to gain momentum, the
legacies of the Red Scare remained complex. The
growing civil rights movement distanced itself
from any taint of Communism, emphasizing instead
the “Americanism” of the cause. The “01d Left” was
largely absent from new protests against the US-
Soviet nuclear arms race. When hundreds of New
York activists protested in City Hall Park and on
college campuses against a Cold War civil defense
drill in May 1961 they cited the pacifism of Gandhi,
not the revolutionary ideas of Marx or Lenin.

But, in more subtle ways, the legacies of the 01d
Left continued to echo through New York’s activism.
Ex-Communists reemerged in the city’s unions,
drives for community control of schools, the antiwar
movement, and women’s liberation. And a new gen-
eration of so-called “red-diaper babies”—children
of Communists and ex-Communists—played their
own roles, such as sustaining the city’s progressive
private schools as bastions of educational innova-
tion. Together they would carry into the 1960s and
beyond the commitments they had absorbed from
the city’s Communist-influenced political culture.

New Leftists and surviving 01d Leftists dis-
agreed, often furiously, over an array of issues. Yet
even the soundtrack of the new activism—protest
songs strummed by Bob Dylan in MacDougal Street
coffeehouses and by amateurs in Washington
Square—echoed the folk music of Woody Guthrie,
Pete Seeger, and other New Yorkers who had sought
a better world through the Communist Party in the
years before the Cold War.
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1 Joseph Papp
Keystone Pictures USA,
photograph

2 Jesus Colon (at right) 1943
Alexander Alland, acetate
negative

3 LenaHornec.1943
Unknown photographer

4 Annie Stein 1979
Unknown photographer

5 Betty Friedan 1960
Fred Palumbo, photograph

6 Jack Bigel 1982
Unknown photographer

7 Jane Jacobs 1962
Phil Stanziola, photograph

8 Ewart Guinier 1949
Unknown photographer

9 Stanley Levison
Blackstone Shelburne, photograph

Some New Yorkers who lived
through the anti-Communist
“purge” went on to play major roles
in the city. Interrogated by HUAC
and fired by CBS, Joe Papp later
founded the Public Theater and
Shakespeare in the Park. Puerto
Rican-born poet and journalist Jesus
Coldn fathered the Nuyorican liter-
ary movement. Singer-actress Lena
Horne, blacklisted for supporting
Communist city councilman Ben
Davis and other political activities,
resumed her career when she
renounced the party. Communist
Party member Annie Stein survived
to be a major figure in campaigns for
racial integration and community
control of schools in Brooklyn. Betty
Friedan, a journalist for the United
Electrical (UE) union, became a
leader of the women'’s liberation
movement. Labor consultant Jack
Bigel helped to forge the agreement
saving the city from bankruptcy
during its 1975 fiscal crisis. Although
an anti-Communist, future urban ac-
tivist and theorist Jane Jacobs ques-
tioned the federal government’s
“fear of radical ideas” in 1952. Ewart
Guinier of the United Public Workers
Union would be the first chairman

of Harvard University's Afro-Amer-
ican Studies Department. Stanley
Levison became a major adviser to
Martin Luther King Jr.
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The Sixti
in New Y

“By general consent, Manhattan
1s the U.S’s cultural capital, the
greatest concentration of taste
and wealth in the nation,”

Time magagzine reported in 1962.

s the 1960s bhegan New York

City was not only America’s
“glamour” metropolis, it also
remained the nation’s largest city
and its most important center of
corporate and financial business,
shipping, and trade. Yet, beneath
the surface, broad changes were
transforming the city’s econ-
omy and population. Escaping
the city’s strong labor unions,
high wages, taxes, and regula-
tions, many industries started
leaving for suburbs or distant

states during the 1950s; others
automated production and laid
off workers. Meanwhile, between
1940 and 1970 some two million
New Yorkers—most of them white
and middle-class—followed an
expanding highway system to
nearby suburbs, taking their
money with them. As they left,
their places were taken by African
Americans from the South and
Puerto Rican migrants seeking
better lives in the urban North.
But black and Puerto Rican

newcomers arrived at the same
time the city was losing the
industrial jobs that had provided
work and an economic foothold
for earlier immigrants. They
also faced racial discrimination
inthe workplace, deteriorat-

ing conditions in overcrowded
tenements, public housing that
was segregated by income levels,
government and bank lending
policies that blocked them from
moving out of poor neighbor-
hoods, tensions with police, and
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a public school system increas-
ingly divided between poorer
“minority” schools and richer
“white” schools. By 1965 alarmed
observers in New York—and in
many other American cities—
were discussing an “urban crisis”
that was unfolding in the form of
racial friction, destructive riots
(notably in Harlem and Brooklyn
in July 1964), crime, deepening

poverty, drug addiction, and anger.

In the same years the city
once again became a major
incubator of social and political
activism, much of it driven by
anew generation born during
the post-World War II “baby
boom.” The civil rights move-
ment against racial segregation
and discrimination both North
and South engaged young black,
white, Puerto Rican, and Asian
New Yorkers, who infused their
activism with a variety of polit-
ical and religious views. When
President Lyndon Johnson’s “War
on Poverty” (1964-68) brought
federal dollars earmarked for
community planning, housing,
healthcare, and education, some

Tenants from
Greenwich Village
arriving at City Hall
in a “sightseeing
train” 1960

Phil Stanziola, photograph

“Urban Renewal"—a
city policy of demol-
ishing aging neigh-
borhoods to build new
highways and housing
with federal money—
provoked opposition
in communities across
the city. Here, Green-
wich Village residents
resisting plans for new
development arrive
ata “Save the Village”
rally at City Hall.
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young men and women also
became grassroots organizersin
poor neighborhoods. Meanwhile,
in Manhattan’s East Village,

on college campuses, and in high
schools, a new counterculture
energized young people with

its promises of physical, sexual,
and mental liberation from out-
dated values.

But many young activists
also found themselves growing
impatient with the traditional
liberal politics represented by
Johnson and local politicians.
With schools and neighborhoods
still segregated, liberalism
seemed to promise more than
it delivered in bringing racial
equality and ending poverty. And
as draftees headed for battle-
fields in Southeast Asia, where
58,000 Americans (1,741 of them
from New York City) would lose
their lives between 1964 and
1973, New York became a hub of
the national movement to end
the Vietnam War.

By the late 1960s an angrier,
more militant mood was evident
among many young activists.
Bent on launching revolutions to
transform power relationships,
the distribution of property,
and sex roles, some worked to
overturnrather than reform the
American political and econom-
ic system. A student takeover
of Columbia University in April
1968—in protest against racial
segregation and the war—ended
with clashes between students
and police that left over 100 in-
jured. Conservative New Yorkers
launched their own movements,
resisting school desegregation
plans, supporting “law and order”
political candidates, and march-

ing in support of the Vietnam War.

Yet it was the militancy, defi-
ance, and influence of “New Left”
activists—advocates of Black

Fulton St. and
Nostrand Ave.,
Bedford-Stuyvesant,
Brooklyn

July 21,1964

Stanley Wolfson,
photograph

The Harlem and
Bedford-Stuyvesant
riots of 1964, triggered
when a white police-
man shot and killed
ablack teenager, left
one person dead and
over 100 injured. The
first of several riots
in minority neighbor-
hoods over the next
four years, it fueled
amood of increasing
racial polarization.

Protestor at
Weinstein Hall
demonstration for
the rights of gay
people on campus
1970

Diana Davies, photograph

A student demon-
strator marching for
gay rights at New
York University in
1970 holds a placard
summarizing several
of the late 1960s’
“New Left" causes.
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The masked
“Operation Breathe
Free” motorcade
prior to departure
from South Beach,
Staten Island 1967
Matthew Black,
photograph

Pollution from traffic
and industry sparked
an emerging environ-
mental movement in
New York and across
the country during the
1960s. Staten Islander
William O'Connell,
chairman of “Oper-
ation Breathe Free,”
pressured nearby New
Jersey towns to con-
trol their “air-fouling
smoke and polluted
wastes” under the
federal Clean Air Act
of 1963.

On April 7,1973, 400 cyclists chanting “Bikes
don't pollute” rode through midtown Manhattan
in a “Bike-In" organized by a new group, Trans-
portation Alternatives, whose members called for
separate bike lanes on city streets. The artist Red
Grooms illustrated this flyer for the event. The
growing environmental movement fueled the call

“Bike-In" flyer,
with illustration by
Red Grooms 1973
Transportation
Alternatives

for amore bike-friendly city.

Power, Puerto Rican Power, Gay
Liberation, Women’s Liberation,
welfare rights, housing rights,
community rights, student rights,
and an end to the war—that

made the city a flashpoint for

demonstrators and insurgents

across the country and the world.

In many ways the 1960s—a
decade that transformed the
way Americans think about race,
war, sex, gender, and personal

freedom—remain a benchmark
and inspiration for New York
activists half a century later.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

‘Lay Is ooad”,
1'ne Hise o:
LAy POwWer
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Stonewall Inn A crowd tries to stop police from arresting
nightclub raid patrons of the Stonewall Inn on the first morning
June 28,1969 of the riots.

Unknown photographer



At 1:20 a.m. on June 28, 1969, a
scuad of police officers raided
the Stonewall Inn, a gay club and
barroom on Christopher Street in
Greenwich Village.

y selling alcohol without a liquor license,
Stonewall was in violation of state law. But,
as the club’s patrons knew, the real reason
for the raid was that the club was a known
gay gathering place. For years Stonewall and the
city’s other scattered gay and leshian bars had been
the target of raids by the police and New York State
Liquor Authority agents. Now, in the early morn-

ing hours, the police divided the people they found
inside the Stonewall into two groups: those carrying
personal identification, who were allowed to leave,
and those—transvestites, club employees, and
customers without I.D.s—who were marched into a
police truck waiting at the curh.

As acurious crowd gathered outside, some re-
flected on the double penalty they paid for being gay
in New York City. To “protect” the Stonewall’s cus-
tomers from police and liquor authority harassment,
members of the Genovese crime family had gained
ownership of the club, where they sold overpriced,
watered-down liquor to a clientele that had few
other places to go. But the regular payoffs the Mafia
made to policemen and agents still did not prevent
unpredictable raids like this night’s. For decades
gay men and lesbians in New York had resented—
but usually accepted—their double exploitation by
criminals and the forces of law and order, a humilia-
tion they endured in order to have places where they
could meet, drink, socialize, dance, and relax.

Now, as some patrons milled around while the
police marched others into the truck, anger erupted.
Sylvia Rivera, a male transvestite detained inside
the club, came close to hitting an officer. “It had got
to the point where I didn’t want to be bothered any-
more,” Rivera later recalled. Tammy Novak, another
male transvestite, began to fight back. Some present
also remembered a leshian in men’s clothing (vio-
lating a law against public crossdressing) tussling

with police. The officers soon found themselves
dodging coins, bottles, and bricks (carried from a
nearby construction site). From the front stoop of a
nearby brownstone, bookstore owner Craig Rodwell
began shouting a novel slogan: “Gay Power!”!

The confrontation became ariot as the crowd,
using a broken parking meter as a battering ram and
setting fire to the front of the Stonewall Inn, forced
the police back into the club. A detachment of the
Tactical Police Force, sent in to free their colleagues,
found that when they dispersed the crowd on
Christopher Street, its members simply raced around
the block and regrouped to jeer and taunt them.

The tactical unit freed those inside the bar, and
arrestees were driven to the Sixth Precinct station
house a few blocks away. But the next morning the
Daily News made the event a headline story. That

Marty Robinson
speaks before first
Gay Pride March

A month after the riots the Stonewall Uprising was
becoming a mass movement. Marty Robinson,
shown here addressing Gay Pride marchers near

July 27,1969 the Stonewall Inn, later helped found the Gay
Fred W. McDarrah, Activists Alliance, and eventually the AIDS activist
photograph group ACT UP.
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night—and again, four nights later—a crowd gath-
ered outside the club. To Rodwell, the second night
was “a public assertion of real anger by gay people
that was just electric.” Once again police and
angry gay New Yorkers (along with some straight
sympathizers) played a cat-and-mouse game of
insults and hurled objects on the street in front of
the Stonewall Inn.2

“Stonewall,” as the event came to be known,
immediately electrified New York’s gay and leshian
communities, as well as LGBT people across the
country and the world. Never in historical memory
had homosexuals fought back so aggressively, pub-
licly, and in such numbers against discrimination.
Stonewall was not, in fact, the starting moment of
a gay rights movement in America; that movement
had already been alive for two decades. Yet those
nights marked a crucial turning point, a moment
when defiance and self-empowerment ignited a gay
movement of unprecedented vitality, visibility, and
diversity. For gay men and women, it was a revolu-
tion in their self-understanding, their willingness to
be public about their identities, and their commit-
ment to fight for their rights. “Something lifted off
my shoulders,” Sylvia Rivera said of the riots.®

“Homosexuals are
Different... but...”
flyer 1960

Mattachine Society, Inc. of
New York

This Mattachine
Society of New York
flyer sums up the
group's efforts to win
gay rights through
persuasion, appeals
for acceptance, and
reminders of the
nation's tradition of
civil liberties.

GAY NEW YORK

Gay people were already a significant minority in
New York City, but largely invisible to other New
Yorkers. By the late 19th and early 20th centuries,
when medical authorities first defined homosex-
uality as a full-fledged personal identity, gay men
and women were making their own communities in
the city. Inthe 1920s they even enjoyed a relatively
open environment for expressing their sexuality on
the city’s stages and in its nightclubs. At the same
time, they faced the larger society’s conviction that
homosexuality was criminal, sick, immoral, and
shameful. In New York, as throughout the nation,
government employees ran the risk of being fired if
they were revealed as being gay, while “outed” gay
soldiers and sailors were dishonorably discharged
from military service. At every turn, gay people
faced harassment, arrest, blackmail, job loss, and
violence. As aresult, most LGBT New Yorkers lived
“inthe closet”—terrified that others might discover
their hidden orientation.*
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Fourth Reminder Day
picket, Indepen-
dence Hall, Phila-

Members of the Daughters of Bilitis and the Matta-
chine Society, including New Yorkers, marched in
the July 4th Annual Reminder every year between

delphia July 4,1968 1965 and 1969.
Randy Wicker, photograph
A MOVEMENT TAKES SHAPE

The founding of the Mattachine Society in Los
Angeles in 1950 marked the beginnings of a sus-
tained gay rights movement. Founder Harry Hay
named his organization after a medieval secret
society. Hay, who had been schooled in Marxism
by New York actor Will Geer, created a network of
affiliated “cells”—smaller sub-groups—to promote
the idea that homosexuals were a distinct minority
group with their own legitimate culture and a need
to liberate themselves from persecution. In 1955
New Yorkers Tony Segura and Sam Morford found-
ed The Mattachine Society of New York (MSNY)

to bring the cause to the nation’s largest and most

influential city. In the same year San Francisco
leshians formed their own activist organization: the
Daughters of Bilitis (DOB), named for a fictional gay
woman poet who had supposedly lived in ancient
Greece. “What we were looking for was a safe place,
where we could meet other women and dance,”
co-founder Phyllis Lyon recalled. Barbara Gittings
started New York City’s DOB chapter in 1958.5

By the early 1960s the New York City MSNY and
DOB chapters were at the forefront of what their
leaders called the “homophile” movement. But some
younger members grew impatient with what they
saw as a lack of concrete achievements. In 1960
Mattachine nationally claimed only 230 full mem-
bers,and DOB only 110, even though both groups
had chapters across the country. Many participants
used aliases to conceal their identities. Both orga-
nizations were dominated by conservatives who,
rather than demand that gay men and women be
recognized as citizens with equal rights, turned
meetings into forums where “experts” explained
that same-sex attraction was a form of perversion
that should be cured.

A GAY CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT

The African-American civil rights movement
became the force that reshaped gay activism. In
Washington, DC, Frank Kameny, a Brooklyn-born
astronomer fired from his government job after
employers learned of his arrest for “lewd and inde-
cent acts,” energized that city’s Mattachine chapter.
Inspired by Martin Luther King Jr.’s civil rights cru-
sade, Kameny launched a public campaign against
government firings and the idea that homosexuality
was a sickness. “This is a movement... of down-to-
earth, grass-roots, sometimes tooth-and-nail poli-
tics,” Kameny told the New York Mattachine chapter
ina 1964 speech.®

New Yorkers heeded Kameny’s call for a more
assertive and public gay civil rights movement. A
public rally he organized in Washington, DC, in 1965
generated a new tactic called the Annual Reminder.
For the next four years several gay men and women
converged on the sidewalk in front of Philadelphia’s
Independence Hall every Fourth of July to demand,
as Craig Rodwell put it, “their basic rights to life,
liberty and the pursuit of happiness.””

Meanwhile, other young activists joined the
movement in New York. Randy Wicker, a New Jersey
native, focused on making the cause as visible as
possible. Like generations of other activists, he
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Craig Rodwell in

the Oscar Wilde
Memorial Bookshop,
New York 1971

Kay Tobin, photograph

Craig Rodwell's Greenwich Village bookstore,

prisoned for his homosexuality, became a center
for gay activism.

Mattachine Society
“Sip-In" April 21,1966
Fred W. McDarrah,
photograph

John Timmons (with coat over his shoulder) and
(left to right) Dick Leitsch, Craig Rodwell, and Ran-
dy Wicker during the “Sip-In" at Julius’s bar.

relied on New York’s role as a national media center
to attract publicity, ultimately managing to gain

the attention of WBAIradio, Newsweek, and The
New York Times. Greenwich Villager Craig Rodwell
opened the nation’s first gay bookstore, the Oscar
Wilde Memorial Bookshop, on Mercer Street in 1967.
Despite the threatening graffiti scrawled by un-
known homophobes on the front of the store, the shop
survived as a vital center of news, political conver-

sation, and community-building for gay New Yorkers.

In 1966 civil rights and antiwar “sit-ins” in-
spired MSNY president Dick Leitsch, his lover John
Timmons, Wicker, and Rodwell to adapt the tactic

named to honor the 19th-century British writer im-

to their cause. They reasoned that New York State’s
law revoking the licenses of bars serving drinks to
homosexuals could be challenged in court as a civil
rights violation. To do so, however, they needed to
prove that bars were, indeed, discriminating against
gay customers. On April 21, 1966, they launched the
“Sip-In”: the four men, trailed by invited reporters,
sought to be turned away from a bar after identify-
ing themselves as homosexuals. At Julius’s, a well-
known West Village gay bar, the bartender agreed
not to serve them, allowing Mattachine to take
legal action.In 1967 they scored a victory: the New
York Appellate Division ruled that the State Liquor
Authority could not prevent bars from serving gay
clients without evidence of “indecent behavior.” But,
in practice, police and liquor authority harassment
of the city’s gay bars continued.®

By then events nationwide were heating up the
temperature of militancy. Movements for Black
Power, Women’s Liberation, and Mexican-American,
American Indian, Puerto Rican, and Asian-
Americanrights were emerging across the country.
A youthful “counterculture” espoused the public cel-
ebration of a liberated sexuality. And the anti-Viet-
nam War movement took on a harder edge as some
student activists came to believe that only violent
revolution might end the war. For the homophile
movement too, ongoing discrimination sparked mo-
ments of militancy. In 1966 several transgender pa-
trons of San Francisco’s Compton’s Cafeteria fought
back when police tried to arrest them. This was the
simmering world in which the Stonewall Uprising
exploded in June 1969.

AFTER STONEWALL

On July 4, 1969, seven days after the Stonewall riots
began, a meeting at St. John’s Church in Greenwich
Village turned into a collision between two genera-
tions of gay activists. MSNY’s Dick Leitsch, Randy
Wicker, and other older activists condemned the
violent resistance at Stonewall as counterpro-
ductive. Emulating Martin Luther King Jr.’s goal

of ending segregation peacefully, they aimed to
integrate gay men and women into the mainstream
of American society as healthy and normal citizens.
The road forward, they believed, was to persuade
officeholders to pass anti-discriminatory laws;
active resistance would only alienate potential
allies. But at the church meeting, Jim Fouratt, a
24-year-old actor, defiantly celebrated Stonewall as
an act of revolution, rejecting pleas to mainstream
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Gay Liberation Front
strategy meeting at
Washington Square
Methodist Church,
New York 1970

Diana Davies, photograph

The GLF's Jim Fouratt later said of his challenge to
the Mattachine Society, “They were committed to

being nice, acceptable, status quo Americans... we
had nointerest at all in being acceptable.”

society: “We don’t want acceptance, goddamn it!

We want respect!” Fouratt, a co-founder of the Youth
International Party (Yippies), was a man of the New
Left. “We have got to radicalize,” Fouratt shouted

in the church. “Be proud of what you are... And if it
takes riots or even guns... well, that’s the only lan-
guage that the pigs [police] understand!”®

Leaving the church, Fouratt led a group of
like-minded young men and women to Alternate U,,
a space for radical activities in a building at Sixth
Avenue and 14th Street. That night they founded Gay
Liberation Front (GLF), dedicated to connecting an
unfolding Gay Power movement to a whole range of
revolutionary New Left “fronts.” GLF began issuing
its own periodical, Come Out!,urging gay men and
women to “come out of the closet” and proclaim their
gay identities with pride. They also staged a sit-in to
protest New York University’s policy of prohibiting
gay student dances because homosexuality was a
“mental disorder.”®
Stonewall unleashed other new ideas as well.

The riots confirmed Craig Rodwell’s sense that the
Annual Reminder in Philadelphia was too con-
cerned with presenting gay people as respectable
and “acceptable” to straight America. Rodwell now
began planning something different: an annual
Christopher Street Liberation Day to mark the anni-
versary of Stonewall and allow gay New Yorkers to
express themselves in public however they wanted.

GAY LIBERATION

The outpouring of youthful enthusiasm and New
Leftideas was transforming the “homophile”
movement. But the new militant Gay Liberation
movement quickly generated its own internal divi-
sions. In December 1969, 19 people gathered in jour-
nalist Arthur Bell’s Greenwich Village apartment to
found the Gay Activists Alliance (GAA), which sep-
arated from GLF in order to pursue its own agenda.
GAA members focused closely on advocating for gay
rights, rejecting GLF’s argument that Gay Liberation
required gay activists to join a coalition to fight
for the rights of racial minorities, straight women,
and workers.

GAA members were as militant as GLF activists,
but their narrower focus led them to adopt tactics

Gay Activists
Alliance Household
Finance Corporation
“zap” 1971

Rich Wandel, photograph

Arthur Evans, Jim Owles, and Pete Fisher (center,
left to right) of the Gay Activists Alliance confront
managers of the Household Finance Corporation
about the company'’s policy of denying loans to
gay applicants. The action was one of several sur-
prise “zaps” aimed at homophobic discrimination.
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designed to force changes in the political main-
stream, rather than launch a revolution to overturn
the “Establishment.” GAA’s most dramatic tactic
was the “zap”—a carefully planned confrontation
meant to maximize media coverage and pressure
officials into advancing gay rights. GAA mem-

bers, for example, infiltrated the studio audience

of Mayor John Lindsay’s taped television program,
then shouted questions and demands at him: “We
want free speech! Lindsay, you need our votes.” GAA
leaders also lobbied liberal City Council members to
support gay rights legislation. Although Intro 475, a
law that would have made discrimination on the ba-
sis of sexual orientation illegal in the city, failed to
pass the Councilin 1971, Mayor Lindsay did sign an
executive order outlawing discrimination against
gay city employees and job applicants—one of the
nation’s first such measures.'®

THE LAVENDER MENAGE

Meanwhile, leshians were launching their own
independent movement. In the months following
Stonewall, Lois Hart, Martha Shelley, Rita Mae
Brown, Karla Jay, and others who identified both

as feminists and as leshian activists felt them-
selves caught between two forms of discrimination
within New York activism: an emerging Women’s
Liberation movement whose straight members

Three members of
Lavender Menace at
the Second Congress
to Unite Women,
New York 1970

Diana Davies, photograph

GLF women, including
Martha Shelley (far
right), during the
Lavender Menace
“zap” at Intermediate
School 70.

were often uncomfortable with leshianism, and a
Gay Liberation movement dominated by men who
ignored leshian voices. By April 1970 the GLF’s
Women’s Caucus had forced GLF to provide funds
for an all-woman dance, an event that proved deeply
empowering for many of the hundreds of leshians
who attended. “In New York State it was illegal for
two people of the same sex to dance together,”
Karla Jay later recalled. “Just by dancing, we were
challenging a system that refused to let us be
ourselves.”!*

At the same time, a group of GLF women planned
their own “zap” to dramatize homophobia in the
women’s movement. They knew that leading femi-
nist Betty Friedan had denounced lesbians as “the
lavender menace,” “man-haters” who scared away
potential supporters of women’s rights. In response,
on May 1,1970, Rita Mae Brown, Karla Jay, and 15
other GLF leshians wearing “Lavender Menace”
T-shirts confronted 300 women attending a femi-
nist conference in a school auditorium on West 17th
Street. The insurgents turned Friedan’s argument
upside down: gay women, they asserted, were the
true feminists. “A leshian is the rage of all women
condensed to the point of explosion,” declared The
Woman Identified Woman, the printed manifesto that
Jay and her friends handed down the rows of seats.'®

Out of the “Lavender Menace” zap and other
activities came a separate lesbian rights movement,
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1 Barbara Gittings printing
Daughters of Bilitis newsletter
1962
Kay Tobin, photograph

2  (left to right) Frank Kameny,
Randy Wicker, and Jim Owles
1971
Kay Tobin, photograph

3 Sylvia Ray Rivera (front) and
Arthur Bell at a gay liberation
demonstration, New York Uni-
versity 1970
Diana Davies, photograph

4 Marsha P. Johnson at a Gay
Liberation Front meeting c. 1970
Diana Davies, photograph

5 Gay Liberation Front picketing
Time, Inc. 1971
Diana Davies, photograph

6 Harvey Milk in front of his
Castro Street camera store
1977-78
Daniel Nicoletta, photograph

Veteran gay rights activists and new-
comers both collaborated and clashed
during the 1960s. Barbara Gittings
founded New York's Daughters of
Bilitis chapter; she went on to march
in the Annual Reminders and worked
to get the American Psychiatric
Association to stop listing homosex-
uality as a mental illness. Mattachine
Society activist Frank Kameny and
GAA’'s Randy Wicker and Jim Owles
developed different forms of public
protest for gay rights. Stonewall
Uprising participant Sylvia Rivera and
GAA founder Arthur Bell marched
together against NYU's prohibition

of gay dances. Marsha P. Johnson
cofounded Street Transvestite Action
Revolutionaries with Rivera. GLF's
Linda Rhodes, Lois Hart, Ellen Broidy,
and Jim Fouratt picketed against a
homophobic Time magazine article in
1971. New Yorker Harvey Milk, a former
lover of Craig Rodwell, became Califor-
nia's first openly gay elected official as
amember of San Francisco's Board of
Supervisorsin1977.
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based in new organizations such as Radicaleshians,
in which Brown and Jay played leadership roles. But
even as lesbian activists forced straight feminists
and male gay activists to face lesbian concerns,

Gay Liberation generated new splinter groups.
“Both the women’s and gay movements were much
more white and middle class than we would like

to admit,” Jay reflected later. Gay New Yorkers who
felt like outsiders in their own movement—African
Americans, Latinas, and transvestites—soon formed
their own groups, including the Black Lesbian
Counseling Collective, Las Buenas Amigas, and STAR
(Street Transvestite Action Revolutionaries).!®

A NEW ERA

The Stonewall Uprising had changed everything. A
movement with two decades of history had abruptly
broadened as the Christopher Street riots reached
vast audiences through broadcasts, publications,
word of mouth, and organizing efforts. A new gener-
ation of young gay men and women quickly em-
braced the anger and public visibility of Stonewall
to press for their own liberation across the country
and the world. In a resounding victory, activists in

Christopher Street
Liberation Day

June 20,1971

Diana Davies, photograph

Starting in 1970
marchers from across
the nation and the
world came to the
annual Christopher
Street Liberation Day
parade, marking the
anniversary of the
Stonewall Uprising.
Today it continues
as the New York City
LGBT Pride March.
In2016 it drew an
estimated 30,000
participants and two
million spectators.

the New York-based National Gay Task Force and
other groups persuaded the American Psychiatric
Association to remove homosexuality from its list of
mental disorders in 1973.

On June 27,1970—the first anniversary of the
Stonewall Uprising—Craig Rodwell’s Christopher
Street Liberation Day Committee kicked off the
world’s first gay rights parade on Sixth Avenue from
Greenwich Village to Central Park. Other commem-
orative marches began in Chicago, Los Angeles,
and San Francisco; by the next anniversary in 1971,
London and Paris would have their own parades.
Atleast 2,000 people marched up Sixth Avenue
that day. Surveying the marchers stretching along
fifteen city blocks, Jim Fouratt thought about the
year that had transformed the movement and his
own activism. “I saw what we had done,” he later
remembered. “It was remarkable. There we were in
all our diversity.” A decade later, Fouratt and other
gay rights pioneers would find themselves building
on their Stonewall-era achievements to rally new
activists, this time to “zap” those they accused of
standing in the way of solving an unfolding AIDS
crisis (see page 261).Y7
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

‘|Basta Yal” 'T'he
Young L.ords
ana Puerto
Rlcan Activism

Hiram Maristany, “garbage offensive.”
pppppppppp



Smoke rose from the burning
trash into the air over 110th Street

in East Harlem.

imilar piles of garbage, some stacked five

feet high, backed up traffic along Second

and Third Avenues between 106th and

118th Streets. It was August 17,1969, the
fourth Sunday of the “garbage offensive,” a protest
launched by the Young Lords Organization (YLO), a
new group of youthful Puerto Rican activists. Three
weeks earlier the New York Young Lords had official-
ly announced their existence at arally in Tompkins
Square Park on the Lower East Side, like East
Harlem, a neighborhood with a large population of
poor Puerto Rican residents. Canvassing their East
Harlem neighbors about the problems they faced,
the young activists heard repeated complaints about
the lack of garbage collection. Now the Young Lords
were insisting that the city’s Sanitation Department
clean East Harlem’s neglected streets and haul away
its garbage as regularly as in the city’s white mid-
dle-class and wealthy neighborhoods.

When a group of about a dozen Young Lords tried
to borrow brooms from the Sanitation Department to
help clean up the neighborhood themselves, sanita-
tion workers had refused. The Lords took the brooms
anyway. The traffic-stopping garbage offensive was
their next step. “The only choice we had was con-
frontational politics,” Mickey Melendez, one of the
participants, later recalled. “... It was a collective cry
of ‘/Basta ya’—‘Enough!”” In addition to its politi-
cal impact, the offensive filled the activists with a
feeling of pride. “We all felt the spirit of winning,”
Melendez recalled, “the triumph of good over evil,
where justice, in this moment, prevailed.”

CREATING THE YOUNG LORDS

The Young Lords Organization had gelled when
young Puerto Rican New Yorkers came togeth-

er during the summer of 1969. Some were recent
graduates or students at Columbia University, the
State University of New York at 01d Westbury, and
other colleges. Juan Gonzalez, for example, was

a member of Students for a Democratic Society
(5DS) and had joined in the takeover of Columbia by

student protesters in April 1968. Others came from
neighborhood organizations. Luis Garden Acosta
had already been an activist for welfare recipients’
rights and against the Vietnam War, while Denise
Oliver had worked with the Student Nonviolent
Coordinating Committee (SNCC) and the Congress
of Racial Equality (CORE) to empower poor African
Americans. The Real Great Society/Urban Planning
Studio, an anti-poverty organization pledging to
attain “self control and self determination” for E1
Barrio (“the neighborhood,” as East Harlem was
called), provided members. So did the Sociedad de
Albizu Campos, areading and discussion group
dedicated to Puerto Rican nationhood. Other ac-
tivists joined the Lords through Joseé Martinez, a
Lower East Side activist, and through a photography
workshop led by Hiram Maristany, a young East
Harlem resident.?

Formal Introduction
of the Young Lords
Organization—
Tompkins Square
Park July 26, 1969
Hiram Maristany,
photograph

The Young Lords publicly announced their exis-
tence at this rally in the East Village (a neighbor-
hood known to many Puerto Ricans as Loisaida).
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Puerto Ricans
demonstrate for civil
rights at City Hall,
New York City 1967
Al Ravenna, photograph

A Puerto Rican civil rights movement was already
underway in New York before the Young Lords
appeared in 1969. Here, members of the Council
of Puerto Rican & Hispanic Organizations of the
Lower East Side rally at City Hall for better public
schools in their neighborhood and better access
to jobs and housing.

Inspired by the Chicago Young Lords, a Puerto
Rican street gang that had evolved into a commu-
nity activist group, the New Yorkers adopted the
Chicagoans’ name and commitment to change.

By 1970 the New York Young Lords Party (as it
renamed itself) had several hundred core mem-
bers and thousands of sympathizers, a storefront
headquarters on Madison Avenue between 111th
and 112th Streets, and a Central Committee: deputy
chairman Felipe Luciano, deputy minister of de-
fense David Pérez, deputy minister of information
Pablo “Yoruba” Guzman, deputy minister of educa-
tion Juan Gonzalez, and deputy minister of finance
Juan “Fi” Ortiz.

The idealism and anger that drove “the Youth
Revolution” of the mid and late 1960s inspired many
of these young Latinos to create their own variety
of activism. They were disillusioned with President
Lyndon Johnson’s War on Poverty, which spent

millions of federal dollars to fund anti-poverty pro-
grams across the nation but had not fundamentally
changed the conditions of decrepit housing, jobless-
ness, segregation, and police brutality that plagued
the nation’s black and Puerto Rican “inner cities.” By
1968 the civil rights movement, long dedicated to
racial integration by peaceful means, was evolving
toward a more militant assertion of “Black Power.”
In New York, a movement for control of neighbor-
hood public schools by black, Puerto Rican, and
Asian American parents and community members
in 1968 pitted minority activists against the city’s
largely white teachers’ union.

Meanwhile, the Vietnam War mobilized students
of all races against what seemed like an endless
bloodbath. “My neighbor, Pedro, came back in a body
bag..,” Melendez recalled. “Was there any reason
forhimtodie? The news onthe TV, the radio, or the
papers did not provide a good answer to that ques-
tion.” Radical history inspired them as well. Young
New York Puerto Ricans read the writings of radical
thinkers Mao Zedong, Malcolm X, Frantz Fanon,
Reégis Debray, and the Black Panther leader Huey P.
Newton. They were moved by the example of Fidel
Castro’s and Che Guevara’s Marxist revolution in
Cuba and the history of Puerto Rico’s own radical
leaders, especially Pedro Albizu Campos. At the
same time, young Latina women like Iris Morales,
Nydia Mercado, Lulu Carreras, and others were en-
ergized by the emergence of the Women’s Liberation
movement, even as they distrusted the white
middle-class focus of the National Organization
for Women (NOW) and other new feminist groups.
Young Lords, both male and female, were willing
to envision socialist revolution rather than peace-
ful reform as the answer to the ills of poverty, war,
racism, and inequality.?

KEY DEMANDS

As Puerto Rican New Yorkers, the Young Lords
evolved their own distinct agenda, one that com-
bined two key demands: the elimination of the
poverty, racism, and sickness that limited the lives
of New York’s Latinos and political independence
for the island of Puerto Rico. By the late 1960s about
800,000 New Yorkers—over ten percent of the city—
were natives of Puerto Rico or their descendants.
Seeking jobs and economic opportunity during and
after World War II, thousands of poor Puerto Rican
families had migrated to the city they knew as
“Nueva York.” But, rather than finding an abundance
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of well-paying jobs, most encountered a factory
economy in decline as industries left the city, low
pay, overcrowded housing and schools, and racist
discrimination. “It seemed that all the institutions—
from the local school to the Social Security office

to the hospital emergency room—were willing to
experiment with and throw away our lives,” future
Young Lord Iris Morales felt.*

Their communities in East (or Spanish) Harlem,
the Lower East Side, and the South Bronx, though
beset with poverty, became a launch pad for the
young men and women who created the Young
Lords. “We want control of our communities... to
guarantee that all institutions serve the needs of
our people,” their 13 Point Program and Platform,
issued in October 1969, asserted. “People’s control of
police, health services, churches, schools, housing,
transportation and welfare are needed.” The same
manifesto targeted a trend that was making Puerto
Rican community-building harder in 1960s New
York: “urban removal” (also called Urban Renewal),
which pushed poor people out of certain neighbor-
hoods to make way for new highways, apartment
buildings, campuses, and corporate offices serving
middle-class and wealthy New Yorkers.®

At the same time, the Young Lords insisted that

Clothing Drive 1970
Hiram Maristany,
photograph

Among the Young
Lords’ community
services was a pro-
gram to collect and
distribute clothing to
families in need.

Puerto Rico be freed from American control, even
though many of them had never visited their par-
ents’ home island, and spoke Spanish only as their
second language after English. Acquired by the
United States in the Spanish-American War of 1898,
the island was now officially a commonwealth
territory, and Puerto Ricans had been US citizens
since 1917. But island residents could not vote for US
president, had no voting representation in Congress,
and labored in an economy largely controlled by
American corporations. While some Puerto Ricans
on the island and in New York supported the mod-
erate goal of US statehood, others embraced the
more radical aim of complete independence as a
nation. The Young Lords embraced the latter posi-
tion. In doing so, they also embraced the tradition
of Pedro Albizu Campos’s Puerto Rican Nationalist
Party, whose members had launched an assassi-
nation attempt against President Harry Truman in
1950 and an attack that injured five congressmen
inthe US House of Representatives in 1954, all

for the cause of island independence. “WE WANT
SELF-DETERMINATION FORPUERTO RICANS—
LIBERATION ON THE ISLAND AND INSIDE THE
UNITED STATES,” the 13 Point Program and
Platform insisted.®
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TAKING ACTION

While the Young Lords advocated the liberation of
their ancestral homeland, most of their day-to-day
activism focused on drawing attention to and fight-
ing the poverty and harsh living conditions facing
Puerto Rican New Yorkers. When, in December
1969, the conservative pastor of East Harlem’s First
Spanish Methodist Church refused to let the Lords
use the church to distribute free breakfasts, cloth-
ing, and medical services to neighborhood children
and families, 30 Young Lords took over the build-
ing and renamed it “the People’s Church.” The New
York police, bent on evicting them, cordoned off the
church. Committed to the idea of revolutionary con-
frontation when necessary, the occupiers hoped for a
peaceful resolution of the standoff. Negotiators sent
by John Lindsay, the city’s liberal mayor, managed
toresolve the crisis by convincing 105 Young Lords
and supporters to submit peacefully to arrest after
eleven days. The YLO largely got what it wanted out
of the sit-in: free media attention that dramatized the
problems of hunger and poverty in El Barrio and an
opportunity to attract new members and supporters.
The high rates of lead poisoning and tuber-
culosis afflicting Puerto Rican families living in

First People’s Church
1970

Hiram Maristany,
photograph

Felipe Luciano
(holding microphone)
and other Young Lords
and supporters rally
outside “the People’s
Church.”

unhealthy tenement apartments and the shoddy
medical care available to the city’s poor people
of color sparked other Young Lord actions. In late
1969 about 30 Young Lords launched a sit-in at the
city’s Department of Health demanding the release
of 200 lead-testing kits. Its members then went
door to door with students from New York Medical
College collecting blood samples proving that many
children inrun-down tenement apartments were
swallowing loose paint chips that were full of toxic
lead. (Landlords often neglected to repaint tene-
ment walls and ceilings with new lead-free paints
because of the cost.) Their campaign, along with
pressure from newspapers, health advocates, some
officeholders, and other activists, helped drive the
city into enacting and enforcing measures that
cracked down on landlords who were slow to re-
move lead paint. The city also created the Bureau of
Lead Poisoning Control to oversee lead removal.
Most dramatic of all was the Young Lords’ one-
day takeover of the city-run Lincoln Hospital in the
South Bronx. Long notorious for the poor care it pro-
vided Puerto Rican and African-American residents
of the South Bronx, the hospital infuriated the Young
Lords and others. Aided by sympathetic hospital
workers (organized as the Health Revolutionary
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Unity Movement) and doctors, a group of 150 Young
Lords occupied the facility on July 14, 1970. The
negotiations that followed resulted in reforms that
improved care at the hospital including innova-
tive preventive treatment. After a second sit-in

in November, organized by the Young Lords, the
Black Panthers, and others, Lincoln Hospital started
a heroin detoxification program, one of the first

to use acupuncture to treat the secondary effects

of addiction.

FIGHTING AGAINST “MACHISMO”

Asthe YLO worked to improve the conditions of
daily life for Puerto Ricans, members found them-
selves in conflict over the organization’s internal
workings and philosophy. A pressing issue, for
example, was the “male chauvinism” of many of the
group’s male leaders and members. About one-third
of all Young Lords were women, yet the all-male
Central Committee and many male members con-
tinued to embrace “machismo,” the Latino version
of male chauvinism that expected women—even in
arevolutionary movement—to cook, clean, follow
male orders, and be sexually available. “The men
selected each other to be the leaders,” Iris Morales
recalled. “Although several women were already
working with them, none was chosen for a leadership
position.” In response, about 12 members formed

The Take-Over of T.B.
Testing Truck 1970
Hiram Maristany,

In addition to occupying Lincoln Hospital, the
Young Lords temporarily hijacked a city-owned

medical truck to offer chest X-rays to El Barrio res-

Young Lords Party
women at Interna-
tional Women’s Day
demonstration 1970
Katherine Ursillo,
photograph

Iris Morales (at lectern), Denise Oliver (behind her
toright), and other Women'’s Caucus members
insisted on equality for women in the Young
Lords. In this photograph they wear the Young
Lords’ signature purple berets, part of the group’s
paramilitary garb.

the Women’s Caucus in 1970 to overcome their
organization’s ingrained sexism. In June Denise
Oliver was appointed as the new Minister of Finance
on the Central Committee, and Morales, Martha
Duarte, and other Women’s Caucus members also
moved into positions of decision-making power
alongside male Young Lords. The Women’s Caucus
also achieved the revision in November 1970 of

the 13 Point Program and Platform. Originally, the
document had declared “WE WANT EQUALITY FOR
WOMEN. MACHISMO MUST BE REVOLUTIONARY...
NOT OPPRESSIVE.” The new version stated, “WE
WANT EQUALITY FOR WOMEN. DOWN WITH
MACHISMO AND MALE CHAUVINISM.” As Oliver
later wrote, “[We] made it very clear that we were
not going to be just secretaries, that we were warriors
too, and that we had aright to be in every area.””

photograph idents suffering from tuberculosis; over 770 were . . i

tested. The city's Health Department later agreed Similarly, as the gay liberation movement

to test regularly in Puerto Rican neighborhoods. emerged following the 1969 Stonewall Riots and a
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1 Maria Lorenzi and Petra
Santiago during voter
registration campaign c. 1963
Unknown photographer

2 Manny Diaz and unidentified
woman talking 1960-79
Unknown photographer

3 Antonia Pantoja undated
Unknown photographer

4 Gilberto Gerena Valentin picket-
ing in front of a Canadian Bank
on Wall Street 1975
Unknown photographer

5 Evelina Lépez Antonetty at a
Bronx school board meeting
1970s
Unknown photographer

6 Dr. Helen Rodriguez-Trias exam-
ining a young patient undated
Unknown photographer

Puerto Rican New Yorkers engaged

in a variety of activist movements
during the 1960s and '70s. Petra
Santiago and Maria Lorenzi (in

dark coats) founded Mobilization of
Mothers (MOM) on the Lower East
Side to pressure local public schools
to provide better services for Puerto
Rican children. Manuel “Manny”

Diaz worked with African-American
activists to mobilize Puerto Ricans
for the March on Washington for

Jobs and Freedom (1963) and school
integration. Antonia Pantoja founded
ASPIRA (1961) to help Puerto Rican
students get to college and prepare
them for community leadership. Labor
organizer, civil rights activist, and
politician Gilberto Gerena Valentin
founded the Puerto Rican Day Parade
(1958) to instill pride and display the
community’s political clout. Evelina
Loépez Antonetty created United Bronx
Parents to fight for better schools

in the South Bronx. Pediatrician
Helen Rodriguez-Trias campaigned
for better medical care for Latinos,
women, and the poor.
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gay and lesbian caucus emerged inside the Young
Lords, the group’s straight males tried to let go of
their “macho” homophobia. “From the time you were
a kid your folks told you the worst thing you could
be was gay,” Pablo “Yoruba” Guzman wrote in 1971.
He added, “Now, I’'m not gay, but maybe I should

be. It would probably give me a better outlook on a
whole lot of things... Gender is a false idea, because
gender is merely traits that have been attributed
through the years to a man or a woman.” The YLO
thus became one of the groups confronting an-
ti-gay bias within the so-called New Left itself. In
1970 the Young Lords welcomed Sylvia Rivera, the
Stonewall Riots veteran and Latino transgender
activist, into their fold, although Rivera’s main work
continued in her own group, Street Transvestite
Action Revolutionaries. Young Lords attributed their
own inner growth to the belief that colonialism and
capitalism created unjust ways of thinking, mental
“chains” that had to be defeated just as surely as
poverty and illness.!®

DECLINE, FALL, AND LEGACIES

By 1971 the Young Lords were riding high. In New
York about 1,000 women and men identified them-
selves as Young Lords, and the group had earned
national recognition. Modeled on the New York of-
fice, other branches had been, or were being, found-
ed in Philadelphia, Newark, Boston, and Bridgeport.
Their biweekly, bilingual newspaper Palante
(Forward), published in Manhattan, reached as
many as 10,000 or more readers; a weekly radio pro-
gram on the progressive station WBAI, also called
Palante, was broadcast to thousands of listeners.
Their campaigns to call attention to unequal san-
itation collection, hunger, poverty-related disease,
slum conditions, police brutality, abuse of prison
inmates, and other social ills had succeeded in
pushing some changes in city policies and services.
Collaborating with the Black Panthers, Third World
Women’s Alliance, I Wor Kuen, Gay Liberation Front,
and other leftist groups, the Young Lords helped
lead 10,000 protesters in a march to the United
Nations in October 1970 demanding self-determina-
tion for Puerto Rico.

Internally, however, the organization faced a
series of simmering conflicts during 1971 and 1972.
The group’s paramilitary regimen, which required
round-the-clock availability, political education
classes, and arms and martial arts training, turned
off some, especially those with full-time jobs and

“Benefit for the N.Y. The Young Lords collaborated with other activists

Panther 21” flyer in New York, including the Black Panthers, the

1971 Asian American group | Wor Kuen, and the Metro-

Unknown artist politan Council on Housing, as this poster shows.
The “Panther 21," a group of Black Panthers tried
for allegedly planning terrorist bombings in New
York City, were acquitted of all charges in May 1971.

families to raise. Additionally, the Young Lords’
attemptin 1971 to establish branches in Puerto Rico
and to assume command of pro-independence forc-
es merely spread the group’s resources to the break-
ing point. Many members also resented the growing
power on the Central Committee of a faction led
by Gloria Fontanez, who espoused a rigidly revolu-
tionary ideology and “banished” dissenters to the
Philadelphia branch. “[M]embers spent most of their
days in endless debates about Marxist-Leninist-
Maoist philosophy,” charged Iris Morales. “Isolated
from the reality of [the] Puerto Rican/Latino com-
munity, the organization became irrelevant.”*
Meanwhile, internal tensions were being ma-
nipulated by undercover agents and informers
working for the New York Police Department and
the Counterintelligence Program (COINTELRPO),
a top-secret FBI campaign that infiltrated and
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New York Puerto Rican activism and art became
intertwined in the late 1960s, as the Young Lords
and others helped to shape an emerging Nuy-
orican literary movement. The Nuyorican Poets
Café (1973) on the Lower East Side remains a vital
cultural presence today.

The Nuyorican Poets
Café, East Village,
New York City
undated

Philip Scalia, photograph

helped undermine New Left radical groups by
turning members and leaders against each other.
By 1972 when the Young Lords Party transformed
itself into the Puerto Rican Revolutionary Workers
Organization (PRRWO0), it was unraveling as a
meaningful player in New York’s “street politics” or
inthe Puerto Rican independence movement. The
PRRWO disbanded in 1976.

The demise of the Young Lords resembled that of
many New Left organizations during the early and
mid-1970s. It was the result of internal divisions,
COINTELPRO, the decline of radical momentum
with the end of US involvement in the Vietnam War,
and the desire of many young activists to move
on to another phase of their lives. Yet the impact of
the Young Lords continued to be felt in New York
and across the country. Individual members like
Iris Morales, Denise Oliver, Juan Gonzalez, Pablo
Guzman, Felipe Luciano, Minerva Solla, and others
went on to influential careers as journalists, writ-
ers, educators, and labor organizers. Young Lords

played pivotal roles in the lasting revival of Lincoln
Hospital, the movement for prison inmates’ rights,
the creation of Puerto Rican and Hispanic Studies
departments in the city’s colleges, the movement for
bilingual English-Spanish education in New York’s
schools, and the Nuyorican literary movement.

More than anything else, they fostered a confi-
dent pride in Puerto Rican identity that stimulated
new generations of Puerto Rican New Yorkers to
attain important roles in the city’s politics and in-
stitutions. As Pablo Guzman put it, the Young Lords
inspired a “sea change in perception” that helped
open unprecedented opportunities for at least some
Latino New Yorkers, despite the persistence of
poverty and unequal access to resources and pow-
er. “While some may describe us as dreamers... we
aspired to create a new society,” former Young Lord
Martha Duarte Arguello reminisced in 2015. “How
else do you change a community, a society, without
dreaming about another and daring to act and work
toward bringing that about?”12
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Urban C

and Rev

In the late 20th century New York
City rode a roller coaster that
plunged downward in the 1970s
before heading upward again in
the 1980s and '90s.

I n 1975 the city government ran
out of money to pay its hills.
Without enough support from
taxes or funds from Albany and
Washington, officials had spent
years borrowing money to pay
the rising costs of city services.
Emergency action by a combi-
nation of politicians, municipal
unions, and major banks saved
the city from defaulting on its
loans, but at a frightful cost.
City Hall balanced its books by
slashing services and laying off

thousands of teachers, police of-
ficers, fire fighters, and other civil
servants. The city’s decaying in-
frastructure and high crime rates
worsened, fostering a negative
public image of New York around
the world. When the urban econ-
omy finally bounced back in the
1980s, New York was no longer
the manufacturing and shipping
powerhouse it had been since

the mid-19th century. Instead, its
economic growth revolved around
banks and investment houses,

real estate development, and pro-
fessional and clerical services.
New Yorkers, however, did
not give up during the years
when their home city became a
symbol of “urban blight.” Many
organized against budget cuts,
staging protest marches, sit-ins
at city offices, and occupations
of closed firehouses. Meanwhile,
movements rooted in the fervor
of the 1960s spread and devel-
oped. Gay New Yorkers entered
mainstream politics, becoming
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an important voting bloc behind
liberal Democratic candidates.
They fought to expand their legal
rights, and they created a spec-
trum of gay organizations, peri-
odicals, and community centers.
New York also remained an intel-
lectual and political headquarters
for feminists, and it became the
launch point for new campaigns
for abortion rights, equal pay, and
daycare programs, as well as
debates over whether crusades
against pornography were the
best use of feminist energies.
Other causes drew New York
activists. A growing environ-
mental movement gave rise to
annual Earth Day celebrations,

recycling drives, laws limiting People’s Firehouse, When the city's fiscal crisis led to the shutdown of their local firehouse in 1975,
B . Northside, Brooklyn angry Williamsburg residents occupied the building, renamed it People’s
ollution, and bicycle advocacy.
p ’ v . v 1976 Firehouse No. 1, and held its fire engine “hostage” while demanding restored
Onthe Lower East Side, a group Janie Eisenberg, services. The Fire Department agreed in 1977; ex-occupiers went on to advo-
called the Green Guerillas (1973) photograph cate for affordable housing and other community needs.

helped launch the community
garden movement by throwing
“bombs” containing flower and
vegetable seeds over fences into
abandoned lots. In the late 1970s
many New Yorkers joined the “No
Nukes” movement against the
perceived dangers of nuclear
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power as an energy source. In the
largest political rally in American
history to that date, peace ac-
tivists drew 700,000 people to

a Manhattan march for a global
nuclear arms freeze on July 12,
1982. Protesters also organized
against US involvement in the
Persian Gulf War (1990-91). And
as anew federal immigration

law (1965) once again brought
waves of newcomers—this time
from Asia, Latin America, the
Caribbean, and Africa, as well

as Europe—new communities
founded their own labor, legal aid,
and advocacy groups.

Conflicts over class and race
intertwined in new ways during
the 1980s and '90s. The city’s
“new economy” greatly enriched
some entrepreneurs and profes-
sionals, but it left many mid-
dle-class New Yorkers feeling
left behind, and it did not ease

the plight of the poor:in 1990
one-guarter of all New York City
residents lived below the federal
poverty line. A socially conser-
vative and pro-business political
shift—under President Ronald
Reagan (1981-89) and Mayors

Ed Koch (1978-89) and Rudolph
Giuliani (1994-2001)—alarmed
leftists, activists of color, femi-
nists, and gay rights advocates.
This was especially true as the
AIDS epidemic, crack cocaine ad-
diction, and homelessness made
life far more difficult for hundreds
of thousands of New Yorkers.

Gay Men’s Health Crisis (1982),
ACTUP (1987), and other groups
fought for the rights and the

very survival of the city’s HIV-
positive population. In the East
Village, where high-priced real
estate development threatened to
displace poor tenants, squatters,
and the homeless, activists and

Protest against
Christadora House
conversion 1988
Clayton Patterson,
photograph

The conversion of
aformer settle-

ment house called
Christadora House
into expensive
condominiums for
the wealthy became a
symbol of East Village
“gentrification” and
displacement of the
poor. Anger over the
conversion helped
fuel the Tompkins
Square riot in 1988.
The building remained
a flashpoint for neigh-
borhood protest.

their allies clashed violently with
the police who tried to impose an
overnight curfew in Tompkins
Square Park in 1988, leaving
dozens wounded. Self-proclaimed
anarchists and others challenged
politicians, police, and devel-
opers over the city’s dwindling
supply of affordable housing and
unregulated public spaces.
Racial tensions mirrored fi-
nancial ones, as black and Latino
New Yorkers remained overrep-
resented on the lower rungs of
the city’s economic ladder. And
a series of tragedies—including
the deaths of Michael Griffith in
Howard Beach, Queens, (1986),
Yusef Hawkins in Bensonhurst,
Brooklyn, (1989), and Amadou
Diallo in Soundview, the Bronx,
(1999)—showed that African
Americans were vulnerable to
white violence (sometimes, as
in the case of Diallo and others,
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by New York police). Meanwhile,
tensions between African
Americans and new immigrants
sparked boycotts and picket lines
in front of the shops of alleged-

ly abusive Korean grocers in
Brooklyn in 1990-91.

The tragedy of the World Trade
Center attack of September 11,
2001, which took over 2,700 lives,
drew diverse responses from
activists. Some protested the
hate crimes directed at Muslim
Americans in the attack’s wake.
Others focused on health advo-
cacy for the first responders who
toiled in “Ground Zero’s” toxic en-
vironment. Many became partic-
ipants in debates over the proper
balance between an “open soci-
ety” and national security needs
and, in 2010, in a heated conflict
over a planned Islamic Cultural
Center near the Twin Towers
site. Two American wars—in

Afghanistan (2001-present) and
Irag (2003-11)—made New York
a stage for new peace protests,
though never reaching the scale
of those of the Vietnam era.
Despite polarization over
wealth and poverty, race, and
“turf,” working for a better city
was the common goal of activist
New Yorkers, who pursued it in di-
verse and sometimes conflicting
ways. They rebuilt abandoned
housing, planted community
gardens, started block associa-
tions, advocated for community
input in city planning decisions,
fought for environmental regu-
lations, argued over the proper
direction of the women’s and gay
rights movements, and competed
for funds and media attention.
In 2011 a diverse coalition came
together to launch Occupy Wall
Street in response to the financial
crisis triggered by big banks and

Demonstration

in the Jay Street
Borough Hall subway
station, Brooklyn
1987

Ricky Flores, photograph

On a “"Day of Outrage”
demonstrators pro-
tested the failure of a
jury to find defendants
guilty of murder rather
than manslaughter in
the death of Michael
Griffith, a young
African American who
was chased by a white
mob and then hitby a
car. Hundreds blocked
mass transit routes,
stopping or slowing
more than 700,000
New York City com-
muters.

investors in 2008. Despite their
different causes and approach-

es New York activists of the late
20th and early 21st centuries all
could agree with 20-year-old col-
lege student Edwin Hernandez, a
participant in the 1982 nuclear
freeze march: “I have a future to
take care of. That’s the most basic
issue thereis.”
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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Pon't Move
Improve!” ['ne
New Housing
ACTIVISTS

Members of East Brooklyn Congregations The Brownsville, Brooklyn, Nehemiah homes were
(EBC) prepare to break ground for the first the first of several affordable housing projects
Nehemiah homes in Brownsville 1982 across the city organized or inspired by EBC.

Unknown photographer



“If vou believe the city is worth
saving... say amen.”

“Amen!”

“If vou believe the city can be
saved, say amen.”

“Amen!”

“If you believe we are the saviors
of the city, say amen.”

“Amen!”].

n achurch gymnasium on a fall day in

1990, Reverend Johnny Ray Youngblood

stirred up the action team of East Brooklyn

Congregations (EBC), the organization he had
co-founded a decade earlier. EBC, a coalition of 52
churches and one synagogue, had spent that de-
cade fighting to improve daily life for the residents
of some of Brooklyn’s most stressed neighbor-
hoods, places like Brownsville, Ocean Hill, Bedford-
Stuyvesant, and East New York. EBC’s crowning
achievement was the Nehemiah homes, a complex
of 2,400 two-story row houses owned by their
occupants, families whose average yearly income
was about $25,000. The name was inspired by 01d
Testament verses in which the prophet Nehemiah,
beholding the ruined city of Jerusalem, urged
its people to rebuild: “let us build up the wall of
Jerusalem, that we be no more a reproach.”?

EBC was just one of dozens of community orga-
nizations that had emerged in New York City since
the late 1960s and '70s when the so-called “urban
crisis” had led some to doubt whether parts of the
city could survive. In a process of decay that had
been building for years, joblessness, crime, drug
addiction, and housing abandonment overtook en-
tire neighborhoods. Many of the African-American
and Puerto Rican newcomers who had flocked to
New York in the decades following World War II

found themselves caught between two programs
sanctioned by federal and city officials. One was
“redlining,” in which federal agencies and local
banks, viewing minorities as poor financial risks
and threats to residential “stability,” kept them from
borrowing money to buy or upgrade homes in their

New York City
Firemen fighting

fire in South Bronx
abandoned tenement
building 1977

Alain Le Garsmeur,
photograph

Fires in abandoned buildings in the South Bronx
and other poor neighborhoods were a daily occur-
rence during the 1970s.
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Among the last
residents, [an] Af-
rican-American boy
standing in rubble,
his “neighborhood,”
with abandoned
buildings in the
background 1976-82
Mel Rosenthal,

gelatin silver print

Photographer Mel Rosenthal, who had grown
up in the South Bronx, used his camera to
record—and protest—the area’s decline and
neglect during the 1970s.

own communities or move to middle-class areas.
The other was Urban Renewal, in which powerful
figures like the city’s “master builder” Robert Moses
used federal funds to construct apartment complex-
es, arts centers, and highways (like the Cross-Bronx
Expressway) that tore apart existing neighborhoods
without providing adequate housing for displaced
poor people, who then had to crowd into slums or
low-income public projects elsewhere. By the mid-
1960s embittered African-American New Yorkers
had a nickname for Urban Renewal: Negro Removal.
When the city government ran out of money
during its fiscal crisis in 1975, budget cutbacks hit
poor neighborhoods hardest. Across the city, but
especially in the South Bronx and central Brooklyn,
landlords began to abandon thousands of apartment
buildings. Fires, some intentionally set, consumed

block after block; 12,300 fires hit the South Bronx

in 1974 alone. To the remaining residents of these
areas the unmistakable message was that New York
City had given up on them.

By then several well-intentioned efforts to save
the South Bronx and other poor, predominantly mi-
nority neighborhoods had failed to stop their con-
tinuing decline. Starting in 1964 President Lyndon
Johnson’s War on Poverty had brought millions of
dollars in federal funds to New York and other cities
where new nonprofit “community corporations”
spent the money on drug treatment, job training,
and other social programs. In 1967 another federal
program, Model Cities, injected yet more govern-
ment money into efforts to tear down slums and
replace them with new affordable housing. But com-
munity residents and activists complained that the
money did not go far enough. Meanwhile, housing
abandonment increased, and residents of surround-
ing neighborhoods feared that “blight” would soon
overwhelm their own homes.

Yet many people held on, and they invented their
own resources, strategies, and tactics for rebuild-
ing. Inthe process they learned that activism was
not only about replacing broken locks, renovating
deserted buildings, or constructing new ones. It also
meant finding ways to attract attention and money,
to pressure officials and bankers, and to find new
allies—in short, to empower themselves. This was
Reverend Youngblood’s message to his fellow EBC
leaders and activists on that fall day in 1990 as he
reminded them of their past accomplishments while
encouraging them to continue fighting: “Remember...
This land is our land. This city is our city. Of the peo-
ple. For the people. By the people.”®

NOT GIVING UP

Across New York City during the late 1960s and ’'70s,
groups of people began organizing to save their
neighborhoods. As Father Louis Gigante recalled of
the Hunt’s Point section of the South Bronx, where
he was parish priest at Saint Athanasius Roman
Catholic Church, “Drugs really took a toll. Crime
really took a toll..Then there was the heat and

hot water problem. People froze terribly.” In 1968
Gigante, Sister Miriam Thomas, and neighborhood
residents founded the South East Bronx Community
Organization (SEBCO). By December 1969 Gigante
mobilized 300 people living on East 163rd Street to
stage a bonfire of trash collected from nearby build-
ings to protest the area’s abandonment. The idea of
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Tenant leaders of
Northwest Bronx
Community and
Clergy Coalition 1983
Jim Mendell, photograph

NBCCC leaders (left to right) Anne Devenney,
Junior Soto, Joyce Ketter, Elizabeth Roman,
America Garcia, Essie Reese, and Lisa Lindsay
hold a planning session in their campaign to pre-
serve the northwest Bronx from deterioration.

Squatter sign on

the fire escape of an
abandoned tenement
in Alphabet City 1987
Stacy Walsh Rosenstock,
photograph

On Manhattan's Lower East Side, housing activism
took the form of “squatting” by people who occu-
pied and renovated abandoned tenements without
paying rent. In 2002, the city signed agreements
with a nonprofit organization and residents of 11
surviving “squats,” turning their buildings into
limited equity co-ops and preserving them as
affordable housing.

organizing residents to rescue their own neighbor-
hoods spread to nearby areas.*

“We needed everything, including decent hous-
ing,” Genevieve Brooks, an African-American
accountant living in Crotona Park East, recalled,
describing her work with several other women and
Father William Smith in founding the Mid-Bronx
Desperadoes Housing Corporation (MBD) in 1974.
MBD vowed to revive the neighborhood “building
by building, person by person, block by block,” by

renovating and managing apartment buildings
for low and moderate-income Bronxites. In the
same year Ramon Rueda, a young Puerto Rican
New Yorker inspired by Chinese Communist lead-
er Mao Zedong, created the People’s Development
Corporation (PDC). The group practiced “home-
steading”—using their own unpaid labor to renovate
and claim an abandoned city-owned apartment
building, Venice Hall. PDC resorted to assertive
tactics:in 1975, for instance, Rueda and his col-
leagues, dressed in their homesteading hardhats
and work boots, staged a sit-in at the city’s Housing
Development agency. The resulting publicity helped
PDC obtain over $300,000 in loans from a combi-
nation of city agencies and foundations. Although
Venice Hall ultimately failed after its renovators fell
out with each other, PDC’s work helped inspire other
homesteaders across the South Bronx.®

Seeking to maintain their own neighborhoods
as stable and livable communities, members of the
Northwest Bronx Community and Clergy Coalition
(NBCCC), founded in 1974 by a group of 16 Catholic
parishes and tenant organizations, fought to expose
hidden decisions they blamed for their borough’s
deterioration. They used the federal Home Mortgage
Disclosure Act 0of 1975 to obtain bank records
that showed how several important Bronx and
Manhattan savings banks had created an “invest-
ment desert.” NBCCC accused the banks of secretly
discriminating against Bronx borrowers, worsening
the social decay that bankers used as justification for
abandoning the borough. “We wanted to make them
live up to their responsibility,” the coalition’s Richard
Gallagher, a postman from Moshulu-Woodlawn,
explained. Gallagher and his neighbors were part
of alarger movement, led by the non-profit New York
Public Interest Research Group (NYPIRG), to chal-
lenge discriminatory lending practices. During the
late 1970s neighborhood committees formed by ordi-
nary citizens successfully pressured eight Brooklyn
banks to give up their “redlining” policies.®

On April1,1977,150 NBCCC members and
friends formed a picket line outside a branch of the
Eastern Savings Bank, one of their prime targets.
When a furious bank employee accused an Irish-
American picketer named Anne Devenney of being
a communist, Devenney responded by rolling her
eyes and simply sighing, “Oh, mister.” As she put
it later, “It was fun to take on a bank and let them
know—hey, the old days are over. It was like David
and Goliath.” Their campaign, along with threats
of boycotts, succeeded in persuading several banks
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“Don’t Move Improve,” Westchester Avenue
at Third Avenue in The Hub 1980

Lisa Kahane, photograph

Charlotte Street
cleanup 1980

Allan Tannenbaum,

A banner bearing the NBCCC motto hangs over a
busy intersection in 1980, expressing the determi-

nation of grassroots activists to save and rebuild
their Bronx neighborhoods.

President Jimmy Carter had visited this site
in Crotona Park East, one of the Bronx's most
stressed neighborhoods, in 1977, and pronounced

toreinvest in at-risk neighborhoods. A slogan de-
vised by Anne Devenney—“Don’t move! Improve!”—
became arallying cry in the north Bronx and

was soon taken up by activists in neighborhoods

to the south.”

NOT ENOUGH

During the 1970s, however, many New Yorkers were
learning that picket lines, sit-ins, bonfires, and
homesteading were not enough. To bring meaning-
ful change activists needed access to money and
power, which meant pressuring and persuading
city officials as well as learning how to navigate the
world of foundations, philanthropies, and govern-
ment agencies. Members of nonprofit community
development corporations (CDCs) like SEBCO, MBD,

photograph ita “disaster area.” This photograph shows a
cleanup during the People’s Convention, an alter- and the Banana Kelly Community Improvement
native to the Democratic National Convention held Association (named for the curved shape of the
in New York in 1980. The flag at left proclaims the , . .
determination of the area’s Puerto Rican commu- South Bronx’s Kelly Street, where residents defied
nity activists to rebuild. city demolition crews and refused to leave their
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homes) learned how to court politicians and apply
for funds. Gigante’s SEBCO, for instance, figured
out how to obtain housing funds from the city, state,
and federal governments, and to attract redevelop-
ers with legal tax shelters they could offer to other
investors. (The fact that Father Gigante’s neighbors
elected him to a seat on the City Councilin 1973
certainly allowed him new leverage for obtaining
money.) By 1976 the money enabled SEBCO to reno-
vate 360 apartments in nine Hunt’s Point buildings,
the first of 1,070 units the CDC would create over
the next five years. A few blocks away, Banana Kelly
developed some 1,500 units.

Across the city, much of this learning process
was aided by outside organizations. The Industrial

Areas Foundation (IAF), for example, came to play
aleadingrole. Founded in 1940 by radical Chicago
sociologist Saul Alinsky, IAF had become a national
force for community activism, dedicated to help-
ing neighbors empower themselves through orga-
nizing, developing their own leaders, and seizing
control of their own futures. They often worked with
concerned Catholic and Protestant pastors and
their congregations, whom IAF saw as ready-made
blocks for building neighborhood democracy. IAF’s
“graduates” included Mexican-American labor lead-
ers Cesar Chavez and Dolores Huerta. (And a young
community organizer in Chicago, Barack Obama,
would be influenced by IAF during the 1980s.)

The IAF also became a force for racial integration,
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1 EBC leaders Rev. Youngblood
and Bishop Mugavero with May-
or Koch at the Groundbreaking
of Nehemiah homes undated
Unknown photographer

2 Father Gigante undated

Harry J. Fields, gelatin silver print

3 Sister Miriam Thomas Collins
(at right) undated
Unknown photographer

4 Genevieve Brooks Brown
undated
Unknown photographer

5 Edward Chambers 1966
George Tames, photograph

6 Yolanda Garcia, Founder of Nos
Quedamos undated
Unknown photographer

7 Mayor Ed Koch undated
Unknown photographer

New Yorkers mobilized their communi-
ties to rebuild. Bishop Francis
Mugavero (at lectern), Reverend
Johnny Ray Youngblood, Mike Gecan,
and Mayor Ed Koch (all to the right of
Mugavero) brought Nehemiah homes
to challenged neighborhoods. Father
Louis Gigante and Sister Miriam
Thomas founded SEBCO to improve
conditions in Hunt's Point in 1968.
Genevieve Brooks was instrumental

in the rise of Mid-Bronx Desperadoes
(1974) in Crotona Park East; she later
became the first woman Deputy
Borough President of the Bronx.

Ed Chambers of the Industrial Areas
Foundation helped East Brooklyn
Congregations and other groups
launch grassroots movements for
change. Yolanda Garcia founded Nos
Quedamos (We Stay) to bring new
housing and social services to her
Bronx neighborhood, Melrose, in 1992.
Though activists across the city fought
Mayor Ed Koch on arange of issues,
he collaborated on a ten-year program
of affordable housing.
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working with white and black city dwellers to foster
and maintain interracial neighborhoods.

By the late 1970s IAF was making New York City
a major target. Alinsky had long relied on New York
philanthropists for funding and on New York jour-
nalists and writers—including the urban activist
Jane Jacobs—for publicity. In 1979 Ed Chambers,
the new IAF director, moved IAF’s main offices to
Franklin Square, Long Island, in part, as one observ-
er noted, to bring IAF near Manhattan, “the media
capital of the world.”®

EAST BROOKLYN CONGREGATIONS

In 1980 several Brooklyn clergymen approached
Chambers and the IAF for help. The result was a
new organization, East Brooklyn Churches (later
renamed East Brooklyn Congregations), guided by
professional IAF organizer Michael Gecan. EBC he-
came one of the nation’s most important groups in
rebuilding urban neighborhoods.

EBC started small: its first campaign was to
improve local food shopping. Over several week-
ends in the spring of 1981, dozens of members of

US President Bill
Clinton and Ralph
Porter tour Charlotte
Gardens 1997

Stephen Jaffe

Neighborhood leader
Ralph Porter (right)
takes President Bill
Clinton on a tour of
Charlotte Gardens,
built by Mid-Bronx
Desperadoes as a set
of suburban-style,
single-family ranch
houses on the site of
abandoned apartment
blocks. The complex
opened in 1985.

EBC-affiliated church congregations—armed with
clipboards, survey forms, and badges labeled “EBC
Shopper Inspector’”—swarmed ten grocery stores
in East Brooklyn known for high prices, spoiled
food, and rudeness to customers. The EBC “inspec-
tors” made note of health violations and jotted
down customers’ complaints. When one shop owner
threatened to call the police, the inspector shot back,
“Don’t worry... We already did.” Seven of the store
owners quickly signed an agreement promising to
upgrade conditions. The three holdouts agreed to
attend an EBC meeting at Reverend Youngblood’s
Saint Paul Community Baptist Church, not realizing
that 400 EBC members would also be there to hold
aninformal “trial.” Those three signed as well and
store conditions improved.®

From this victory EBC went on to others: pres-
suring the city government to install 3,000 missing
street signs, to finish renovating a local park and
swimming pool, and to tear down 300 abandoned
buildings. By June 1982, when EBC was ready to
take on the task of building affordable housing,
the members pulled another strategy—personal
persuasion and negotiation—out of their activist
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toolbox. When EBC leaders met with Mayor Ed Koch
to ask for city-owned land, tax deferments, and
loans, Koch was initially uninterested and hostile,
still seething over a confrontation with another IAF
group four years earlier. But the leaders had also
brought along an ally, Brooklyn’s Roman Catholic
Bishop Francis Mugavero, a personal friend of the
mayor’s. Mugavero’s charm and his ability to con-
nect with Koch helped to smooth the way for a city
agreement to aid in building the Nehemiah homes.
Although EBC followed up with public rallies and
press conferences to keep pressure on the city, their
strategy showed an understanding that person-
al relationships between powerful “players” like
Mugavero and Koch were critical ingredients inre-
building their communities. By 1984, with city sup-
port and loan money from Catholic, Episcopalian,
and Lutheran church sources, the first Nehemiah
one-family row houses in Brownsville were occu-
pied by local working people and their families.

SOUTH BRONX CHURCHES AND THE TEN-YEAR PLAN

In 1985 Bronx clergymen and activists inspired by
the Brooklyn example founded South Bronx Churches
(SBC) to build Nehemiah homes in their borough.
But IAF’s mix of pressure and persuasion played out
differently under different local conditions.

SBC set its sights on a vacant three-block plot
of land—“Site 404”—in the Melrose neighborhood.
But SBC found itself competing with another non-
profit organization, the New York City Housing
Partnership (NYCHP), which had city backing and
its own vision for affordable housing on the site. SBC
argued that NYCHP’s planned complex would prove
too expensive to house many working poor people
who needed it. The group also made the mistake of
criticizing and offending Bronx Borough President
Fernando Ferrer, a powerful potential ally. In the
end SBC did not gain access to Site 404. But it did
succeed, with the help of city officials and nonprof-
it housing groups, in building Nehemiah houses
on nearby blocks, which ultimately housed nearly
2,000 South Bronx families.

By the late 1980s a new ambitious ten-year hous-
ing plan, set in motion by Mayor Koch, was invest-
ing inrebuilding vast stretches of the city. Between
1986 and 1996 the project created over 250,000 new
units of low and moderate-income housing, erasing
most evidence that large swaths of Brooklyn and
the Bronx had once been burned-out ruins. EBC,
SBC, and community development corporations,

including new ones like Melrose’s Nos Quedamos/
We Stay, now worked to bring schools, community
centers, clinics, and businesses back to neighbor-
hoods once written off as dead or dying and involved
themselves in the complicated process of planning
for the urban future. As Koch’s successor at City
Hall, David Dinkins, noted at the groundbreaking for
the South Bronx Nehemiah homes in 1991, “nurses’
aides and paralegals, transit workers, young teach-
ers, secretaries and postal workers will finally have
the opportunity to hecome homeowners.”!°

INTO THE FUTURE

Even with their successes in building housing, ac-
tivists sometimes found themselves at the center of
controversies. Critics of Nehemiah homes, for exam-
ple, complained that these new residences for New
York’s working poor had, in some cases, displaced
“the poorest of the poor”—jobless people who could
not afford homeownership even at low Nehemiah
rates. Across the city, housing activists found them-
selves competing with advocates for community
gardens and public greenspaces who had their own
plans for abandoned lots.

Community Garden,
South Bronx c. 1980
Unknown photographer

Young South Bronx residents work in one of the
gardens planted by neighbors in deserted lots to
improve the streetscape and provide a focal point
for community action. The blackened front of the
abandoned building behind them shows that a fire
had taken place there.
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Individual leaders came under criticism as well:
In the 2000s New York’s press scrutinized Father
Gigante for his lavish personal lifestyle and his
family links to the Mafia, while some SEBCO ten-
ants complained of deteriorating conditions. And in
2002, after incurring large debts and being accused
of mismanagement, the Board of Directors of anoth-
er South Bronx CDC, Banana Kelly, was replaced by
anew board that included Fernando Ferrer. More
broadly, even as a measure of stability returned
to parts of eastern Brooklyn and the South Bronx,
these areas remained burdened by widespread
poverty.In 2010 the 16th congressional district,
comprising the central and South Bronx, was the
nation’s poorest. At the same time, as some “reborn”
Bronx and Brooklyn blocks became desirable places
tolive, the arrival of wealthier newcomers drove up
rents and prices, threatening the future of poorer,
mostly black and Latino residents in their own re-
vitalized neighborhoods. Would a new cycle of real
estate development, ironically due to improvements
fought for by longtime residents, price out those
very residents?

South Bronx Rebirth
1995

Ralph Fasanella,

oil on canvas

Ralph Fasanella—
machinist, labor
organizer, Spanish
Civil War veteran, and
artist—celebrated
the South Bronx's
revival in this painting,
which documents
the presence of com-
munity development
corporations (CDCs)
inthe neighborhood.
Fasanella painted
himself in the scene
(at left), helping a
family move into a
new apartment on
Fox Street.

Whatever the answer and whatever the criti-
cisms, Bronx and Brooklyn residents—with the help
of outside organizers, government officials, and
non-profit organizations—had turned their home
boroughs around. They had used all means within
their reach—the collective energy of church con-
gregations, appeals to potential funders, boycott
threats, personal ties to powerful politicians—to
improve their own lives and gain greater control
over their own neighborhoods. In doing so, they had
reinvented the meaning of community and civic
participation for themselves and others. As one
observer of SBC noted in 1995, the group “is not just
building housing; it wants to create a community.”

“My grandparents, parents, and I saw the Bronx burn
down, but we didn’t want to leave...,” Mary Martinez,
ayoung legal secretaryliving in an SBC Nehemiah
home, explained that same year. “[My daughter]
Theresa was only five—I wanted something more
for her.. [We] are beginning to work with the ten-
ants who still live in the apartment buildings on the
street to make it better for all of us.”®
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“Mic check!”

“MIC CHECK!”

“We have a problem here—”

“WE HAVE A PROBLEM HERE—"

“Look around.”

“LOOK AROUND.”

“We’re a circle of palefaces.”

“WE’RE A CIRCLE OF PALEFACES.”

“IWWe need outreach into the
neighborhoods!”

“WE NEED OUTREACH INTO THE

NEIGHBORHOODS!”!

his was the sound of the “people’s

mic” (short for microphone) in Lower

Manhattan’s Zuccotti Park during the fall

of 2011. Barred from using an electronic
sound system, the activists collectively known as
Occupy Wall Street (OWS) used their unaided voices
to communicate with fellow protesters crowded into
the block-long park. “To take the floor,” participant
Hena Ashraf explained, “a person would shout, ‘Mic
check!” And others would repeat this back until they
had the attention of the whole general assembly.
Then the speaker would speak their mind in phrases
of a few words at a time, which were repeated by the
entire crowd until the message was complete.”

Some in OWS saw the people’s mic not merely as

atool for communication and debate, but something
deeper: part of arevolutionary change in American
society they hoped to ignite. As activist Sarah van
Gelder put it, the mic “encourages deeper listening
because audience members must actively repeat the

language of the speaker. It encourages consensus

because hearing oneself repeat a point of view one

doesn’t agree with has a way of opening one’s mind.”?
The people who gathered in Zuccotti Park

between September 17 and November 15, 2011 came

for various reasons, but all were deeply distressed

by the direction of the US economy. For most the

trigger for their discontent was the financial melt-

down of 2008, which some of the world’s richest

banks and firms had set off by selling hundreds

of billions of dollars inrisky investments. Among

those investments were hundreds of thousands of

home mortgages that these same banks and firms

had sold to Americans. Many borrowers could not

afford to pay back the loans and when they default-

ed the impact rippled through the world econo-

my. The result was the collapse or near-collapse

of America’s most powerful financial companies,

a panicked freezing of credit, and economic cri-

ses throughout the world. Action by the Bush and
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Obama administrations and the Federal Reserve
eventually stabilized conditions, but at the cost of
trillions of dollars spent to “bail out” banks consid-
ered “too hig to fail.” Meanwhile, as unemployment
soared and hundreds of thousands lost their homes,
the banks’ executives continued to earn salaries,
bonuses, and exit packages worth tens or hundreds
of millions of dollars.

Ever since the 1830s Wall Street in downtown
Manhattan had been the nerve center of American

The Occupied Wall
Street Journal 2011
Newspaper

Protesters published
The Occupied Wall
Street Journal (its
title a satire on the
pro-business news-
paper The Wall Street
Journal), which print-
ed news and opinions
on global movements
for change.

capitalism: the place where bankers, brokers, and
investors made and lost fortunes and accumulat-
ed power in ways that baffled and alarmed other
Americans. Now, in 2011, with joblessness and fore-
closures still at high levels, New York City—home
to JPMorgan Chase, Citigroup, Goldman Sachs, and
other firms central to the meltdown—became a
natural target for those demanding change. As one
OWS participant, Patrick Bruner, explained, he was
taking his anger to the “place where most of the

267

“WE ARE THE 99 PERCENT!”: 0CCUPYING WALL STREET



world’s problems originated—Wall Street.”
The thousands of mostly young people who
“became” OWS in Zuccotti Park also brought a range
of other grievances with them. Many worried that
their college loans might financially burden them
forever. They were outraged by the role of corpo-
rate money in politics, especially in the wake of
the Supreme Court’s Citizens United v. FEC decision
(2010), which enabled corporations and interest
groups to spend massive amounts in political ad-
vertising and publicity. Some focused on wealthy
companies that were exporting American jobs to
low-wage countries where workers had few pro-
tections. Others emphasized the global impacts of
climate change, fracking (hydraulic fracturing), and
other environmental problems that they blamed on
corporations and irresponsible governments. Many,
like one young man, worried about multiple prob-
lems: “Look, I'm twenty-five years old. I'm never go-
ing to have areal job. And the ice caps are melting.”®
Unifying them was one shared perception: Life
was getting harder for middle-class and working
Americans, while the very rich continued to acquire
wealth and power. Statistics supported them: the
Congressional Budget Office found that the income
of the nation’s richest one percent grew by 275
percent between 1979 and 2007, while that of the

Page from The Dec-
laration of the Occu-
pation of New York
City booklet 2011

OWS participants
gathered across

the city to protest
bank foreclosure
proceedings that had
forced out homeown-
ers who could not
afford to pay their
mortgages. They also
advocated for the
rights of the home-
less. Insome cases
they reclaimed and
moved into vacated
apartments.

bottom 20 percent increased by only 18 percent. By
2011 the wealthiest one percent controlled about

40 percent of the nation’s wealth. Summarizing
their anger, OWS activists embraced a memorable
and lasting slogan: “We are the 99 percent!” Within
weeks people in 1,500 cities around the world would
be repeating that slogan as they “occupied” their
own plazas and parks.

ORIGINS

OWS emerged in a period of worldwide activism.
In Spain, Indignados—“indignant” young peo-
ple—flooded into urban centers to protest jobless-
ness and government budget cuts. In Madison,
Wisconsin, workers and others rallied at the state-
house to oppose a Republican tax and budget plan
that would erode the power of public sector labor
unions. And the “Arab Spring” of early 2011, which
swept across North Africa and the Middle East, was
symbolized for many by the 250,000 protesters
who occupied Cairo’s Tahrir Square and helped to
depose Egypt’s President Hosni Mubarak.

On July 13, Adbusters, a Canadian magazine
opposed to consumerism and corporations, ran an
invitation: “Are you ready for a Tahrir moment? On
Sept 17, flood into lower Manhattan, set up tents,
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“Don’t Let the One
Percent Take
Another Cent” flyer
2011

Occupy Wall Street encouraged New Yorkers

to form “flash mobs” at local bank branches to
protest bank policies and persuade customers to
withdraw their money.

kitchens, peaceful barricades and occupy Wall
Street.” By the time this call to action went viral on
social media, New Yorkers were already organizing.
In June about 100 members of New Yorkers Against
Budget Cuts (NYABC) camped out near City Hall to
protest Mayor Michael Bloomberg’s proposed bud-
get cuts, insisting “There is no revenue crisis; there
is an inequality crisis.” In August, at a protest rally
at Bowling Green, anthropologist David Graeber
and artist Georgia Sagri, both anarchists, argued
that future activism must be “horizontal”’—that is,
leaderless and participatory. NYABC, Graeber, Sagri,
and others began mobilizing people and resources
to answer the Adbusters call.®

On the appointed day, September 17, police and
guards blocked marchers from occupying Chase
Manhattan Plaza, home to JPMorgan Chase, the
world’s wealthiest bank. About 1,000 protesters
moved two blocks away to Zuccotti Park instead.
Although it was a privately owned space, the park
was, by law, open to the public 24 hours a day.
Several hundred Occupiers, many with sleeping
bags, filled the park and renamed it “Liberty Square.”
They set to work creating a “micro-city” as one
participant put it, constructing “flimsy assemblag-
es of tent poles, tarpaulin, cardboard, plywood, and
polystyrene.” They also organized protest marches
across the Brooklyn Bridge, to Union Square, and
to Wall Street itself just two blocks away. Although
the press paid little attention at first, OWS got
the word out through websites, tweets, Tumblr,
Facebook, live streaming, and other forms of digital
media. When a New York Police deputy inspector

pepper-sprayed several detained protesters in the
face during a march on September 24, phone videos
of the spraying went viral, and new supporters
flocked to Liberty Square.”

TAKING IT TO THE STREETS

Without formal leaders, OWS depended on its par-
ticipants. They came from many places, with many
concerns. Shen Tong, for example, had been a leader
inthe movement by Chinese students for greater
freedom in Beijing’s Tiananmen Square in 1989;
now an American software entrepreneur, he threw
himselfinto OWS. Priscilla Grim, a 37-year-old
single mother and former fanzine publisher from
Tennessee, “who has lived near the financial margin
for much of her life,” came to Liberty Square and
helped edit an OWS Tumblr website. Yotam Marom,
a New Jersey-born son of Israeli immigrants, had
gone to the West Bank to resist Israeli policy there.
So had Palestinian-American Amin Husain, who
worked as a financier in a Manhattan law firm
before becoming a performance and video artistin
Brooklyn. Others, mostly in their 20s and 30s, had
been active in movements against police brutality,
against the Irag War, or for LGBT rights.®

The activists mixed old and new tactics. Like
earlier generations, they recognized that New
York’s parks and avenues were useful settings for
“‘spectacles’ that can turn spectators into partici-
pants.” Working with labor unions, OWS organized
rallies that drew large numbers of chanting, ban-
ner-waving marchers, such as the 10,000 or more
who appeared for a Day of Action for Students and
Unions in Lower Manhattan on October 5. 0OWS
chants echoed moments in the nation’s activist past.
“The Whole World Is Watching” was first popular-
ized by anti-Vietnam War demonstrators when they
were attacked by Chicago police in 1968. “This Is
What Democracy Looks Like!” came from the 1999
“Battle in Seattle,” when some 75,000 anti-corpo-
rate activists managed to shut down the World
Trade Organization meeting in that city. Guitar-
strumming musicians played Woody Guthrie’s 1940
classic “This Land is Your Land” and “We Shall Not
Be Moved,” an old labor and civil rights anthem.®

Other tactics reflected the Occupiers’ own
inventiveness. To protest the bank foreclosures
that were taking the homes of tens of thousands
of New Yorkers, members of “the People’s Bailout”
entered Brooklyn and Queens housing courts and
disrupted the proceedings with songs. A sleepover
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for 50 families with children was held in Zuccotti
Park to deflate the “assumption that the only peo-
ple supporting the movement are solely homeless
or unemployed...” Marchers chanted “You're sexy,
you're cute, take off your riot suit!” at policemen in
full riot gear who blocked their paths, while oth-
ers challenged officers to engage in verbal “Rap
Battles.” Artists created a mock Police Brutality
Coloring Book, and they used a projector to beam a
huge “We Are the 99%” slide onto the side of lower
Manhattan’s Verizon Building.!®

But OWS strategies were not merely amusing. For
“Bank Transfer Day” (November 5), OWS used the
internet to help persuade hundreds of thousands of
depositors to move an estimated $4.5 billion of their
money out of large corporate banks and into non-
profit credit unions or community-based banks. In
fact, social media made OWS possible, just as it had
sparked a people’s revolution in Tunisia and drawn
thousands to Cairo’s Tahrir Square. Digital technol-
ogy supported Liberty Square in countless ways,
large and small. Seeking to feed the crowd, Occupier
Justin Wedes tweeted the contact information for
Liberato’s, a nearby pizzeria; soon Liberato’s was
“inundated with calls from around the world” as sym-
pathizers donated food orders on their credit cards.!

OWS’s leaderless and formless nature baffled
outside observers. But for many in the movement
its “horizontal” orientation was its most important
gquality. Many participants identified as anarchists.
Whether or not they realized they were echoing
the ideas of Emma Goldman and other New Yorkers
from an earlier century, many expressed the same
disdain for government as a tool of greedy busi-
ness interests. In pursuit of maximum equality and
participation, they embraced the General Assembly
(GA)as OWS’s governing body. Inspired by protest-
ersin Spain and Greece, the GA was a daily gather-
ing, open to all, held at the park’s east end. Using the
people’s mic and hand signals, facilitators guided
discussions and votes on an ever-shifting variety of
issues. Decision-making was by consensus, defined
as approval by at least 90 percent of those present.
The GA reflected the views of many (but not all)
Occupiers who rejected traditional voting to invent
their own form of direct small-scale democracy as
a model for the future.

Meanwhile, some 35 self-organized Working
Groups (WGs) kept the occupation running. The
Kitchen WG served at least 3,000 free meals a day,
while the Security WG patrolled the grounds. The
Sanitation WG removed 200 pounds of trash daily,

“NYC General
Assembly: Hand
Gestures” brochure
2011

This brochure explains the meaning of hand
signals used to aid communication at Occupy Wall
Street's General Assembly meetings.
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and the Medics WG—staffed by volunteer doctors
and nurses working on shifts—met health needs.
The Direct Action Working Group (DAWG) helped
plan new protests. Occupiers peddling stationary
bikes, provided by the environmentalist group
Time’s Up!, generated electricity.

VICTORIES, QUESTIONS, AND DISAGREEMENTS

The Occupiers experienced several small but
exciting successes. On October 12, despite rules
prohibiting tents in the park, members of Occupy
Judaism NYC built a sukkah—a tent-like booth used
to celebrate the Jewish holiday Sukkot. The police
planned to tear it down, but backed off when First
Amendment religious rights were raised. When
amedical tent was threatened, a ring of protest-
ers, including former presidential candidate Jesse
Jackson, prevented the police from demolishing

it. When Brookfield Properties, the park’s own-

er, insisted that the protesters leave so it could be
cleaned, 3,000 men and women cleaned it them-
selves. On the wider political scene, Occupiers took
credit for pressuring New York Governor Andrew
Cuomo to maintain high tax rates on the wealthy.
They also gained the attention of President Barack
Obama, who publicly acknowledged their frustra-
tion. And the Zuccotti Park protesters inspired a

Policemen restrain
a protester on the
“International Day
of Action”
November 17, 2011
Natan Dvir, photograph

Nearly 2,000 protesters
were arrested during
Occupy Wall Street
marches and acts of
civil disobedience.

widening movement. From Philadelphia, Atlanta,
and Oakland to Vancouver, Santiago, Dublin, Tel
Aviv, and Melbourne, people took action to occupy
their own public spaces in protest.

But along with such victories came challenges.
Sociologist Todd Gitlin, a sympathetic observer,
noted that “the people’s mic didn’t always work...
Some meetings broke down in chaos.” Tensions
flared up between groups. GA facilitators set up
procedures to ensure that women, people of color,
and LGBT participants had speaking opportunities
equal to those of the straight white males who made
up the OWS majority. But some, including mem-
bers of subgroups such as Occupy the Hood and the
Women’s Caucus, still felt disempowered, and they
charged that the movement was not reaching out
to all communities. When the Town Planning WG
helped designate the park’s west end as a site for
drummers (and the homeless people they attracted),
some complained that OWS was “gentrifying” the
park, blaming the better-educated “Ivy Leaguers”
and “Brooklyn Hipsters” they saw as monopolizing
the park’s east end. 2

Yet the most pressing questions were about
the movement’s goals. Occupiers easily listed the
things they were against. But what was OWS for?
Many ideas were voiced: breaking up large banks,
work programs for the jobless, healthcare for all,
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getting “big money” out of politics. But many of

the park’s anarchists resisted the idea of issuing
“demands” because it would mean accepting com-
promises with the very politicians whose authority
they rejected. As an activist named Lisa put it, “we
need to create alternative economies... that enable
people to disengage. And disobey unjust govern-
ments and unjust laws.” But others felt that getting
involved in the nation’s politics was the only way to
build the movement. “I try to be pragmatic,” another
participant named Curt noted. “Change within the
system is possible...I am not an anarchist.I don’t
believe that people can do it themselves.” Matt
Smucker, a veteran of the Catholic Worker, peace,
and environmental movements, went further, argu-
ing that forcing politicians to act would be empow-
ering: “The fact that establishment Dem/[ocrat]s are
clamoring to figure out how to co-opt this energy

is a serious victory for genuine progressives and
Leftradicals. This is what political leverage 1ooks
like.” Inthe end OWS had trouble unifying around
a coherent set of goals that translated directly into
political change.'®

A SPACE OF POSSIBILITY

On November 15, 2011, 0OWS’s 60th day, Mayor
Bloomberg, citing the need to clean the park, sent

in police to evict the Occupiers. Dispersed across
the city, OWS mobilized 32,000 people two days
later for a protest march across the Brooklyn Bridge.
Occupiers regrouped in various spots in Lower
Manhattan to plan their next moves. But by January
2012 many were discussing OWS in the past tense.
Though other events followed, including a May Day
rally that attracted between 15,000 and 30,000
marchers and a May 17 Woman’s Caucus rally in
Washington Square, the overall visibility and vital-
ity of OWS seemed to dissolve. The movement was
briefly reincarnated the following fall as Occupy
Sandy, when a massive hurricane disproportionate-
ly impacted some of the most marginalized neigh-
borhoods and citizens of New York. Occupiers who
believed in electoral politics threw themselves into
the 2016 presidential campaign of Democrat Bernie
Sanders. But Occupy’s presence as a living force
was largely gone.

The lasting impact of OWS is still hard to assess.
The movement’s short-term achievements were few.
Yet specific tactics drawing on OWS have endured:
Artists from the Chinatown Art Brigade project-
ed images onto buildings to resist gentrification

in 2016, and the “people’s mic” was used in the
January 2017 Women’s March on Washington.

Most enduring is the idea of the “99 percent,” which
continues to move progressive activists and ordi-
nary Americans seeking a way forward in a world of
economic imbalances, divisive politics, and envi-
ronmental challenges.

Inretrospect OWS was part of a larger story: the
ways in which the city’s diversity, its energy, and its
dense concentration of people and resources have
made it an incubator for change, and a seedbed for
visions of a better world. “Occupy has had to learn
from the longer history of organizing and activism
in New York,” CUNY graduate student and Occupier
Manissa McCleave Maharawal reflected. “It has had
tolearn what it means to listen to groups and people
from diverse places and with diverse experiences
and to work with them.” She noted, “I felt something
pulling me back to that space. It felt like a space of
possibility, a space of radical imagination. And it
was energizing to feel that such a space existed.”¢

The Declaration of
the Occupation

of New York City
booklet 2011

The printed version of the General Assembly’s
Declaration of the Occupation of New York City
included this photograph of some 1,500 OWS
marchers trying to cross the Brooklyn Bridge, one
of the city's mosticonic symbols, on October 1,
2011. Over 700 of them were arrested for using the
bridge's roadway rather than its walkway.
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Riots, 47, 224
African American protests, 208, 238, 248
against African Americans, 75, 86, 158-160
“Hardhat,” 220-221
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Suffragettes, 145. See also Woman suffrage
movement
Suitcase Theatre, 187
Sweatshops and sweatshop labor, 98, 125-126
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Wicker, Randy, 214, 215, 223
Willett, Marinus, 52, 55
Williamsburg, 57, 247
Wilson, Dagmar, 205
Wilson, Jim, 217
Wilson, Woodrow, 142, 148, 150
Woman suffrage movement, 142-150
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