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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION

Organized Workers
and the Making of Los Angeles,
1890-1915

by

Jeffrey D. Stansbury
Doctor of Philosophy in History
University of California, Los Angeles, 2008

Professor Janice L. Reiff, Chair

Three social forces set out to grow Los Angeles as the 19" century ended: free-
market capitalists clustered around L.4. Times publisher Harrison Gray Otis, a coterie of

3

entrepreneurs and professionals who called themselves “progressives,” and organized
workers. Each group strove to direct the rewards of growth to classes it favored, and each
pursued a competing vision of the city.

The story of Otis and his free-market allies has often been told. So has the story of

L.A.’s progressives. Both celebratory accounts have been shaped by the hardy American

mega-narrative that privileges elites as the makers of history. Skewed by the same mega-
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narrative, the story of L.A.’s unions has also been toid and retold as a tale of defeat,
inconsequence, and woe. The conventional wisdom about progressive-era Los Angeles
thus overcredits elites for the city’s achievements, submerging the equally powerful role
of organized workers.

This dissertation resurrects the political legacy of wage-earning men and women in
1890-1915 Los Angeles and offers a more realistic view of the progressives with whom
they contended. Through thick archival research, it identifies and presents the voices of
individual workers and progressives, reconstructs their conflicts, and assesses their
impact on key growth elections and the capacities of the modernizing city.

Three revelations flow from this revisionist history of Los Angeles during its reign as
“the citadel of the open shop”:

First, for better or worse, California owes its predilection for direct democracy
(initiatives, referenda, and recalls) to the L.A. workers who fought longer and harder for
this reform than any other group--precisely because it was an outsider’s weapon.

Second, orgénized workers were the most consistent and effective campaigners for
the municipally-run systems of water and power that benefit Angelenos today.

Third, the political struggles of L.A.’s unions a century ago fundamentally reshaped
their city, forcing it into the market as a manager of great enterprises and making it much
more democratic than it otherwise would have been. In so doing these unions demon-
strated that the capitalist state, which constrains workers as a matter of course, has at

times been sharply constrained by them.
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Introduction

“Political scientists, sociologists, and historians working on the problems of American
state formation, by not addressing the city, indirectly also piqued my curiosity. And my
own attempt at a synthesis of city history, America Becomes Urban, made me attend more
carefully to the nature of the U.S. city as a corporate entity in a political situation very
different from those of cities in most other nations....For one thing, they were active, not
just reactive. As corporate entities, they could take rather grand economic actions. But
they were also political entities, whose actions were the outcome of internal political con-
tests and debates...” --Eric Monkkonen 1

My research for this study originally focused on the multinational, multiethnic and
gendered makeup of the Los Angeles labor force in the Progressive Era (1890-1915) but
quickly shifted to its present subject when the archival materials I was studying revealed
a hitherto neglected series of workingclass achievements against great odds during those
years. Most impressive were the labor movement’s leadership in the protracted and ulti-
mately successful fight for direct democracy (the initiative, referendum, and recall) and a
municipally owned and managed water supply and hydroelectric system, all of which re-
main part of the city’s hefitage today. Direct democracy has had a profound effect on the
governance of Los Angeles, making it much more responsive to ordinary citizens. Muni-
cipal ownership of large, money-making infrastructural resources greatly amplified the
local state’s administrative capacities and its role in the market economy. As irony would
have it, these political feats are the legacy of an organized workforce that was largely
skilled, white, and male!

Readers may find the structure of this dissertation somewhat unusual. I wrote it to
resurrect the deeds of a forgotten working class, yet its first 240 pages amount to a revi-
sionist history of the Los Angeles progressive movement. Asking why this happened is a
fair question. Midway through my research I discovered that the most durable creations
of the city’s organized workers a century ago took shape in a public arena progressives

had set out to control. The reforms they championed and the laws they enacted once in



power were anathema to organized labor. It expended much of its political energy fend-
ing them off. Moreover the democratic, enteiprise-owning city government that orga-
nized workers hoped to midwife forced them into even sharper conflict with progressive
reformers, especially on the issue of a state responsive to demands from below versus a
state-for-itself. For these reasons what unionized workers achieved cannot be understood
apart from their defensive and aggressive combat with the reform movement as por-
trayed, respectively, in Parts 1 and 2 of this dissertation. The narrative begins with the
progressives and ends with organized workers because I thought it wise to move from
relatively familiar historical actors to ones that have been scrubbed from the historical
record.

What follows on these pages is a work of history, not of sociology or political sci-
ence. We historians are noted, praised, cursed, and pitied for our habit of compulsively
backing and filling around the points we want to make--it’s called “historicizing™ and it
resembles nothing so much as an excavator working a plow and backhoe. To historicize
what organized workers accomplished in Los Angeles a century ago requires a further

brief discussion of the obstacles they faced and the social forces they contended with.

The Old Guard

Their main obstacle in the workplace was the country’s most implacable and best or-
ganized “open-shop” coalition. It fought them on the job with blacklists and firings, in the
political arena with purchased politicians, and it treated employers who signed union
agreements almost as harshly. At intervals in Part 1 of my study this phalanx of inter-
locking organizations rears up to smite one union initiative or another.

The open-shop coalition represented capitalists large and small, but its leading figures
leaned more toward the former, drawing funds and political support from the city’s elec-

tric companies, other utilities, metal firms, key builders, and railways (excluding, at the



era’s outset, the Southern Pacific). The coalition’s chief propagandist was Harrison Gray
Otis, editor and publisher of the Los Angeles Times. As one of the country’s most dogged
disciples of “industrial freedom” and the “free market”, he never seemed discomfited by
the fact that the police strikebreakers he praised and the open-shop coalition he inspired
had warped the local free market beyond recognition.

Fred C. Wheeler, a union carpenter, labor organizer, and socialist who championed
the public ownership of utilities in Los Angeles a century ago, did as much as any of his
contemporaries to discredit the free-market worldview. As the lone unionist elected to the
city council in the quarter-century between 1890 and 1915, he helped lead the labor
movement’s successful 1914 campaign for a public power system. Wheeler persuaded his
fellow council members--none of them socialists--to structure the bond ballot in a way
that would not skew the vote in favor of the private utilities.2 His comments on public
ownership in April of that year could have been uttered with equal cogency and merit

during California’s statewide 2000-01 power crisis:

“[W]ith the great corporations that have come into being and which have been allowed to go
unbridled, we say it is about time we would take from them their great power....it is time we
should put a check on those corporations and they should be taken by the people and run in the in-
terests of the people and for the people. When power runs riot, when it becomes oppressive, it
is...the duty of the people not only to regulate it, but abolish it entirely if it is necessary. The case
before us shows the utter incompetence of the system of private ownership which looks for but
one thing, and that is private profit. I think you gentlemen will all agree with me that the system
under which we are living naturally gives vent to this commercial anarchy....” 3

Progressives
Arrayed against this popularly dubbed “Old Guard,” and Otis, were two forces for po-
litical change--organized labor and the progressive movement which emerged from the
1890s’ Free Harbor campaign. Progressives spoke of themselves as defenders of all An-
gelenos in all neighborhoods, but in reality they represented small- and middling-scale

capitalists and professionals who lived on the city’s west side. If we judge them by their



public pronouncements, they sought to dampen the class hostilities that had flared up na-
tionally during the 1870s and 1880s and locally from 1890 onward. What most of their
leaders actually set out to do, however, was cl‘ear a path for their own capture of the mu-
nicipal government and, once lodged there, to insulate themselves as far as possible from
the electorate. They campaigned successfully to shrink the franchise, end ward voting,
and install at-large elections, a professional civil service, a “business-like” adminis-
tration, and commission government. In all these undertakings their avatar was not the
celebrated John R. Haynes, who camped on the movement’s left wing, but Free Harbor
campaign hero, editor, and Municipal League founder Charles Dwight Willard.

The class constituencies of both the Old Guard and progressive reformers overlapped..
That is the reason they stopped sniping at each other during strikes and other episodes of
labor militancy and made common cause against the most dangerous of the dangerous
classes. Personally, Otis couldn’t abide progressives but he welcomed their support in
crises. The progressives’ bugbear was not the one they publicly vilified to mobilize the
electorate—a moribund railroad “machine”--but a working class in motion. As they
climbed toward four years of political hegemony (1909-13), progressives acted as if or-
ganized labor was rattling the electoral rungs just below them. It was so far from actualiy
doing so that it did not elect one of its own to the city council until 1913, the year the
progressives’ grip on power began to crumble. Workers waged constant battles against
the open shop, won a few, lost most, and never stopped fighting. In the public arena,
however, their extraordinary success as political outsiders spooked progressives and
permanently changed the city.

Unionized Workers

The heretofore little-noted triumphs of organized labor set forth in Part 2 of this dis-

sertation arose from the class conflicts described above. Since Los Angeles was the na-



tional citadel of the open shop, with both the Old Guard and most progressives lined up
against them, one marvels at the fact that the city’s unions created so enduring a legacy.
They were a tenacious, contentious lot, those skilled building, metal, printing, and other
tradesmen as well as culinary, garment, and many other proto-industrial workers, all
grouped in councils that were themselves proto-industrial and populated by a sizeable
minority of laborers and other unskilled workers. By and large the 1890-1915 Los Ange-
les labor movement was no club for the standoffish, “pure-and-simple” craftsmen pillo-
ried by some historians of the 1960s and 70s. Far from the Washington DC headquarters
of the American Federation of Labor, a large fraction of L.A.’s organized workers rejec-
ted its political voluntarism and remained, throughout the era, one of the most radical
groups of city wage workers in America. Their lodestars were the cooperative common-
wealth agitation of the Knights of Labor and Populists who preceded them and the de-
mocratic socialism that attracted many in their ranks and leadership after 1900.

All three social forces here described united on one thing alone: growing the city.
They all supported a high-debt, high-tax policy carried out through very large bond issues
marketed mostly by banks and investment houses in New York. Thanks to the 1879 Cali-
fornia constitution which the statewide Workingmen’s Party played an indispensable role
in drafting, L.A.’s voters had to approve each bond issue by at least a two-thirds major-
ity. This “home rule” constitution also authorized large and middle-sized California cities
to govern themselves through their own charters. Both these stipulations, the legacy of
1870s workers and small farmers at the constitutional convention in Sacramento, made
the Los Angeles electorate an unusually active force in the city’s growth. The labor
movement immeasurably bolstered this upwelling from below by leading the long fight
for three direct democracy measures--the initiative, referendum, and recall--which were

finally lodged in the city charter in 1902-03 with strong support from Haynes. Meanwhile
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organized workers found themselves engaged in an even longer campaign for municipal
ownership of the city’s water supplies, followed by construction of a 240-mile aqueduct
from the Owens Valley and the city’s ownership and distribution of the hydropower gen-
erated by its drop in elevation.

During the 1910-14 agitation for pub]‘ic power the growth consensus broke down.
Splits sundered the business community as well as the progressive and labor movements,
but overall it was the vast majority of the city’s unions that led the fight for kilowatt so-
cialism while Otis and the three private power companies fought a losing battle against it.
The decisive vote to build a municipal hydroelectric system took place on May 8, 1914.
In this crucial campaign and many others the archetypal labor leader was the aforemen-

tioned Fred Wheeler, a socialist carpenter elected to the city council the year before.

A Dearth of Allies

Reforms similar to those adopted by Los Angeles were imposed on municipal govern-
ments by coalitions of middle-class progressives and union activists in many other
American cities during the last decade of the nineteenth and early years of the twentieth
centuries. Historian Richard Schneirov has written extensively about the example of
1890s Chicago where, he says, “urban progressivism did not spring from any one class or
stratum, but rather should be seen as an essentially political formation, a cross-class coa-
lition of reformers responding to the class-rooted great upheaval.”4 This was not the case
in Los Angeles. Here progressives and workers viewed each other with suspicien, the
workers’ colored by anger, the progressives’ by anxiety. The L.A. progressive movement
was steeped in elite mugwumpery yet still managed to pull off some popular reforms.
Beyond the purview of the last century’s historical scholarship, the city’s most consistent,
deep-going reformers were union activists, some of them socialists, many not. The enly

coalitions they joined were congelations of the moment, hastily assembled on behalf of a



ballot issue or charter reform and just as hastily allowed to melt away, and even during
those moments the unions funneled most of their troops into their own independent agita-
tion. Long-range formal cooperation with the business community or the progressives
was out of the question for them. This is a telltale truth about Los Angeles a century ago,
not gainsaid by the fact that progressive and workingclass voters often cast their ballots
the same way.

Otis and the Old Guard cannot be categorized as reactionaries; their work for a city-
owned harbor and aqueduct was energetic, forward-looking, and effective. On the more
salient issue of what sort of municipal state was best for Los Angeles, however, they
were standpatters. Otis stood for the least possible government compatible with con-
straining unions and financing infrastructure. This left the most profound contention over
reinventing city governance to organized labor and the progressives.

The Municipal State as Contested Territory

The interwoven progressive and union narratives of Parts 1 and 2 embody two visions
of the municipal state, one regulatory, professional, and semi-autonomous, the other
managerial and democratic. (By democratic I mean open to pressure from below not only
through periodic elections but through the initiative, referendum, and recall; by mana-
gerial I refer to the city government’s ownership and operation of all natural monopolies,
especially the gas, electric, telephone, and water services.) Neither L.A.’s unions nor it_s
progressives got exactly the state they desired, but both helped shape it in important ways
that can still be seen today. Commissions do much of the work of the present Los Ange-
les city government. Its civil service operates by professional norms. Its regulatory pow-
ers are extensive, though frequently co-opted by the industries it regulates. On the other
hand voters still constrain the mayor and council through the exercise of direct democ-

racy, and in its Department of Water and Power Los Angeles possesses the largest mu-



nicipal enterprise of its kind in the nation, albeit one that has become semi-autonomous.

Part 3 of this study ponders some consequences of the struggle to reshape L.A.’s mu-
nicipal government a century ago. No urban or labor historiar: has examined the role or-
ganized workers played in that struggle. What they achieved has vanished from the
memories of Clio’s profession, modern Angelenos, and, saddest of all, the city’s much-
revived labor movement.
A Friendly Historiographical Amendment

A summary of the ways historians and political scientists have dealt with progressive-
era unions in Los Angeles will hopefully be instructive here. Their full-length works and
monographs contain a wealth of useful insights into the city’s early twentieth-century la-
bor regime, its ethnically and occupationally diverse working class, union locals, central
and trade councils, collective bargaining, strikes, boycotts, police oppression, anti-
picketing ordinances, and political skirmishes. At the same time these studies remind us
that the questions historians don’t ask can be just as revealing as the ones they pursue.

Most narrative histories of the progressive-era working class in Los Angeles focus on
the siege waged against it by the L.4. Times, the Merchants’ & Manufacturers’ Associa-
tion, and other champions of the open shop. In these studies the city’s labor movement
recoils into defensiveness and defeat. The municipal state they evoke serves only capita-
lism and is unsparingly hostile to unions. It is also, for the most part, an unprobed entity.
The same can be said of more theoretical works by political scientists. Neither they nor
the labor and urban historians of whom I speak ask whether the local state was sui gene-
ris disputed territory and, if so, what the quarrels over it were all about. Here I refer to the
nature and function of the municipal state itself, not to the concessions it granted to vari-
ous classes, organized groups, and individuals during the progressive era. In a 1992 study

entitled “How the Urban West Was Won,” Steven Erie approaches a useful analysis when



he describes the early 20th-century shift from L.A.’s “night-watchman” state to one that
actively promoted infrastructurai, economic, and population growth, but he neglects key
aspects of the struggle among entrepreneurial capitalists, moncpoly capitalists, middle-
class reformers, and workers to remake city government.

Similarly, most histories of progressive-era Los Angeles either celebrate or debunk
the titanic struggle that progressives said they were waging against a bipartisan machine
run by the Southern Pacific Railroad, public utility monopolies, and the vice industry.
Whether celebrants or debunkers, historians have credited progressives for the series of
political reforms that took root in Los Angeles and then spread throughout California--
among them the initiative, referendum, and recall; nonpartisan elections; a winking regu-
lation of monopoly; and municipal ownership of public utilities.

My own excavation of this historical terrain has brought me face to face with a
radically different city. I have found, ﬁ.rst of all, that the slaying of Dragon Machine by
Progressive Saint George was the story Los Angeles reformers told themselves over and
over in the years 1890-1920, told anyone else who would listen, meticulously wrote
down, and left for future scribes in scores of journals and well-organized personal collec-
tions at UC Berkeley, UCLA, Stamford University, and other archives. The mythic po-
larities of this oft-told tale have been accepted as gospel truth by a majority of the city’s
political and labor historians. A contrary view, barely hinted at, emerges from the pages
of Grace Heilman Stimson’s influential Rise of the Labor Movement in Los Angeles, pub-
lished in 1955. Until recently no one followed up on her lead, however. A 2001 UCLA
dissertation by Merry Ovnick throws a more skeptical light on the city’s progressive
movement, signaling that a clear-eyed historical reappraisal may yet upend a long line of
hagiographies. 5

Both the “night-watchman” and the later managerial stage of the Los Angeles city-



state rivaled Scrooge in the stinginess of their welfare provision. Erie has made too much

of this fact, calling it a defeat for the labor movement. Los Angeles, he says,

“cannot be considered a prototype for postwar liberal growth regimes balancing redistributional
demands against economic imperatives. The western city devoted nearly all of its resources to
economic development, not to social welfare. Having destroyed political machines and labor un-
ions, Los Angeles could conduct its great experiment in state-assisted development largely free
from working-class demands for greater welfare spending.” 6

What Erie overlooks is the compelling fact that in the early years of the 20th century
welfare spending was not a demand of L.A.’s working class. Its most organized contin-
gents, the unions, belittled public and private charity and did almost nothing to oppose
the county policy of least relief. As for “destroyed...labor unions...,” Erie echoes a long
line of political scientists and historians who have written off L.A.’s progressive-era labor
movement without studying its newspapers, minute-books, and other archival records.
Had he done so, he might have learned that the city’s unions opposed the recruitment of a
reserve army as tenaciously as they fought for free labor bureaus, public jobs for the un-
employed, higher wages, shorter hours, and the right to organize. These struggles--
focused on the workplace rather than on consumption--preempted the demand for greater
welfare spending. Their intensity did not wane after 1911, when ironworkers James and
John McNamara confessed to the dynamiting of the L.4. Times (and rang the death-knell
for unionism in orthodox periodizations) but continued to roil the city until both the labor
and the progressive movements lost their way during World War L.

The same historical condescension that slights the defensive toughness of L.A.’s
workers a century ago dismisses out of hand their durable contributions to the economic
growth and governance of the city. Because most historians of Los Angeles assume the
city’s unions took ill sometime after 1900 and became comatose after 1911, it does not
occur to them to ask what hand workers played, if any, in creating California’s tradition

of direct democracy and the city’s systems of public water and power. This prolonged
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study in denial began seventy years ago with the publication of Ira B. Cross’ 4 History of
the Labor Movement in California. In his lone chapter on Los Angeles, Cross painted a
morose picture of unionism beaten down by the McNamara confessions, the resulting
1911 defeat of socialist mayoral candidate Job Harriman, the open-shop alliance, an
overwhelming supply of laborers, and public rancor which Cross did not and could not
document. 7

Saddling L.A.’s unions with popular hostility has been the peculiar habit of most his-
torians trudging the path that Cross blazed. Grace Stimson, an indefatigable writer who
recorded labor’s struggles from the 1880s to World War I, asserted throughout her Rise of
the Labor Movement in Los Angeles that “public opinion” turned a stony face toward the
workers’ movement. Like her successors she offered no persuasive evidence for that
claim and, indeed, one can find counter-evidence in the behavior of juries, crowds at un-
ion parades and struck firms, and voters in labor-led charter and bond elections.

Juries sided with organized labor against moral reforms and refused to convict most
unionists arrested under a draconian 1910 anti-picketing law. In the rare_reports.of Los
Angeles crowds reacting to class conflict--during the 1894 Pullman and 1903 railway
strikes, for example--they were clearly sympathetic to labor. This is not to say that the
public was decisively pro-union: the routine failure of union candidates to win city elec-
tions argues otherwise. But scores of comments made en passant by Cross, Stimson,
Louis and Richard Perry, George Mowry, Thomas Clark, and other historians about
widespread antipathy to labor not only lack documentation; they often equate newspaper
editorials with popular thinking and fail to analyze the class coefficients of hostility and
sympathy. “Public” opinion was not a monolith but a current of conflicting views. It is
worth noting that the dust had barely settled from the horrific October 1, 1910 bombing

of the L.A. Times building--blamed on organized labor by Otis and his allies--when large



crowds cheered 10,000 union members as they marched solemnly through the city.8

A decade after Cross eulogized the L.A. labor movement his conclusions were broad-
cast to a much wider audience by Carey McWilliams in Southern California: An Island
on the Land. McWilliams, a colorful attorney, prose stylist, and historian whose forte was
clearly not archival sleuthing, made the mistake of repeating the judgment of the very

open-shop forces he detested:

“The dynamiting of the Times, more particularly, the plea of guilty entered by the McNamaras,
aborted the labor movement in Los Angeles. It set back by twenty years a movement which, even
in 1911, was dangerously retarded in relation to the growth of the community. The serious conse-
quences of this abortion largely account for the subsequent political pathology of Los Angeles.” 9

In the 1960s Louis and Richard Perrys’ A History of the Los Angeles Labor Move-
ment, 1911-1941 picked up the gloom-saying where McWilliams left off. It wrote off the
post-1911 working class with phrases like “the sterile years,” in effect warning other his-
torians off original research into the subject.10 Later scribes duly took note.

Even in their defensive mode L.A.’s unions were neither “domesticated” as Erie as-
sumes nor “anemic” as labor historian Thomas R. Clark has put it.11 These judgments fail
to convey the stubborn industrial fight against great odds that workers and their unions
put up in the century’s first decade and a half. Fighting hard and losing most of the battles
is brave and perhaps even foolhardy, but not anemic.

The Pitfalls of Conventional Wisdom

Why have the L.A. labor movement’s accomplishments flown under the radar of ur-
ban scholarship? I can think of three reasons:

First is the tendency to work within an accepted paradigm instead of doing primary
research on actors who may not be highly valued by that paradigm. This is an occupa-
tional hazard every historian faces, myself included.

Second, there is a tendency among historians as well as present-day observers to

equate a union’s ability to leverage politics with its industrial density and strength on the
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shop floor. This assumption seems reasonable, but just as the Hotel Workers, Janitors,
and other L.A. unions have disproved it in our own time, so the Central Labor Council
and its affiliates disproved it a century ago. Their political and ecenomic legacy far out-
shines their workplace victories against the open shop--hard-won as those rare victories
were. This legacy is a potent gift to union werkers today, if only they would grasp it.
Density is not everything.

Third, conventional thinking about historical actors may overprivilege groups that
elected their members to government offices while ignoring those whose candidates
failed of election but nevertheless left an indelible imprint on events. Until 1913, despite
repeated attempts, L.A.’s unions failed to seat any worker or socialist in the mayor’s
chair, the city council, or the board of education. Yet they carried the modern era’s first
successful effort to municipalize the city’s water supply, launched the nation’s first suc-
cessful recall of a city councilman, stumped for the aqueduct construction bonds in the
1906 political campaign when most progressive voices fell silent on the issue, played a
strong hand in several revisions of the city charter, and in 1914 turned out the highest
vote margins for the city’s public power system. Some of these accomplishments would
have been inconceivable, others extremely difficult, without direct democracy--the out-
sider’s route to city hall which organized labor pioneered and then successfully champi-

oned with John R. Haynes.

Giving a Workingclass Legacy Its Due

To the extent that political scientists and historians continue to focus on what L.A.’s
reformers accomplished while in power, they will overlook what organized workers ac-
complished while conventional power eluded them.

In turn-of-the-20th-century Los Angeles, the most fateful struggle set progres.sives

against organized workers, not against the Southern Pacific and the ward machine known
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variously as the “Octopus” and the “push”, This seminal combat led progressives to
hedge their commitment to direct democracy, shy away from full-blown municipal own-
ership, constrict the franchise, enact civil service, and moral reforms whose leit-motif
was the imposition of time-discipline on workers, and enter into what proved to be a fatal
alliance with the Otis and Old Guard. On the other hand the same combat spurred wor-
kers and their unions to seek a broader franchise, lead the campaign for direct democracy,
resist moral reforms, and demand municipal ownership more tenaciously and with greater
effect than any other class.

Charles Dwight Willard, Katherine Philips Edson, Meyer Lissner, and other progres-
sives set out to mitigate the harsher aspects of industrial capitalism, notably those that
might destabilize the system. Labor activists like Wheeler and John Murray fought for
municipal ownership as the only viable antidote to monopoly and corruption. Frances
Nacke Noel, a reformer and trade union ally who was decidedly not a progressive,
worked tirelessly for minimum wage, child labor, public parks, and other social reforms.
Pursuing their incompatible visions, these two political forces wrestled over the form and
function of municipal government. To the degree that present-day Los Angeles owns and
operates its own electric power system, periodically reinvents itself through initiatives
and referenda, and turns a democratic face on the world, it owes a heretofore unrecog-
nized debt to its early twentieth-century working class.

Did the class antagonisms that drove organized workers and progressives into warring
camps a century ago set Los Angeles apart from other American cities? Much recent
scholarship argues in the affirmative. But rather than frame this dissertation as the latest
in a long line of tributes to L.A. exceptionalism, I hope it will encourage historians to
take a fresh look at primary sources for the union/progressive nexus in cities of their

choosing. Perhaps they will find that Los Angeles was not so exceptional after all.
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Part 1

Organized labor in its defensive mode against the progressive blitz.
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1.
Progressive Reform, Labor, and the Old Guard

Fred Wheeler’s insistence that some corporate abuses required a sterner remedy than
regulation exposed a key fault line between organized labor and progress‘ivism in early
twentieth-century Los Angeles. It is true that a handful of progressives like John R. Hay-
nes threw themselves unequivocally into the battle for municipal ownership of water,
power, telephone, and electric railway systems, while some workers sought little more
than city control of rates and service. But in their main thrust the two movements ground
abrasively against each other. Through regulatory laws and commissions, progressives
sought to rein in what they saw as the excesses of capitalism while encouraging it to be-
come more efficient. Unions hoped to eradicate monopoly root and branch, placing the
major urban utilities in the hands of a reformed, democratically elected local government.
Only in their desire for a growing city did the two movements find common ground, but
they differed profoundly over how growth should be achie'ved.

Each of these movements in its own way had to contend with a third array of social
forces--the political front men and cadres of monopoly capital known variously as the
“push,” the overrated “Espee” (Southern Pacific Railroad) machine, and the “Old Guard”
led by Times publisher Otis. With his encouragement, a cluster of anti-union “open-shop”
groups arose in Los Angeles around the turn of the century. The two most energetic were
the Merchants’ and Manufacturers’ Association (previously just a booster organization)
and the Citizens Alliance, but they were backed up by many others including the Foun-
ders’ & Employers’ Association, Associated Jobbers, Builders Exchange, Los Angeles
Realty Board, dozens of specialized organizations in the various industries, and, on occa-

sion, the Los Angeles Chamber of Commerce. They used weapons similar to those found

17



in other cities but deployed them more aggressively. The companies they represented
locked out their workforces at the first sign of union activity, fired and blacklisted pro-
union employees, hired police deputies as strikebreakers and recruited other strikebreak-
ers nationally, advertised for workers in eastern and midwestern newspapers even during
recessions to build up a local reserve army of the unemployed, forced new hires to sign
“yellow-dog” contracts,! and placed spies in unionizing shops.

Union activists fought the Old Guard tooth and nail from 1890 to 1915 in what Carey
McWilliams called a “total engagement...,” not “partial and limited but total and indivisi-
ble; all of labor pitted against all of capital.”2 Most progressives condemned the Old
Guard “machine” during election campaigns and, once in office, joined forces with it to

suppress labor.

Who were the Los Angeles progressives?

The majority were men, but middle-class women exerted a strong independent force
that embraced “municipal housekeeping” while pushing beyond it in campaigns for a
statewide minimum wage, the suffrage, and the Americanization of immigrants. Women
progressives became influential by banding together in a dovetailed network of political
organizations. These included the California Federation of Women’s Clubs (founded in
Los Angeles), Civic Association, Friday Morning Club, Mothers’ Congress, Woman’s
Relief Corps, Ebell Club, Women’s Progressive League, Women’s City Club, Political
Equality League, Votes for Women Club, and Business Woman'’s Civic Club. Some re-
forms demanded by women, especially those affecting mothers and children, predated the
progressive era. So‘ did the durable reform careers of Carcline M. Severance, Mary Gib-

son, and Mrs. R.L. Craig, among others.3
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A gendered division of labor marked L.A.’s progressives. Women dominated sccial re-
form, in part because of their traditional concern for health and welfare but even more
because most male progressives studiously ignored the job and living conditions of the
working class. Where one might expect women to take the lead--in moral reform--they
did not. Here the Mothers’ Congress and Women’s Christian Temperance Union were
outperformed by the Municipal League, Civic Righteousness League, Church Federation,
Ministerial Association, other interest groups, and city prosecuting attorneys--all largely
male and more militant than their distaff allies in the policing of public morals. Women
were notable for their absence in the two remaining fields of progressive agitation--
developmental and structural reform--with the single great exception of the campaign for
women’s suffrage. Overall, then, progressive reform in Los Angeles had a more mascu-
line cast than recent scholarship has unearthed in other large cities.?

Like many southern Californians of their day, the men and women who took up the
progressive banner were born mostly elsewhere and mostly into Protestant homes imbued
with the entrepreneurial spirit. A few were Jewish.6 By the time they reached or came of
age in Los Angeles, however, entrepreneurial capitalism was playing second fiddle to
monopoly in the political as well as the economic arena. Most Los Angeles businesses
were of modest size, but large enterprises capable of adrﬁinistering prices had arisen in
oil, the gas and electric public utilities, and especially the railroads.”

The specter of a city held hostage to monopolies and oligopolies alarmed both its en-
trepreneurs and their allies in law, politics, journalism, the clergy, and other professions.
Together these classes and subsets of classes gave rise to progressivism.8 In his 1992 es-
say “How the Urban West Was Won,” Steven P. Erie describes the first stages of this

process:
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“A junior partner at best to machine power, the city’s downtown business establishment increasingly

did not share the vision of a railroad-controlled Los Angeles. The iand boom of the 1880s, triggering

a fivefold increase in population, had produced a new territorially based local elite of merchants,

bankers, publishers, and large-scale real estate develepers and investors. This new local elite (the so-

called boomers of the 1880s) viewed the railroad’s regional transportation monopoly, exorbitant

rates, and political power as potent brakes on Los Angeles’ future development--and on their own

business and real estate investments.” 9

Big business was the progressives’ béte noire--and their golden opportunity.
Crucible of Reform: The Free Harbor Fight

This opportunity first presented itself on a grand scale during the “free harbor” fight of
the 1890s. Under Collis P. Huntington, the Southern Pacific Railroad had hauled all the
overland freight to and from Los Angeles until 1886, when a major rival, the Santa Fe,
arrived. Espee still monopolized rail traffic between the city and the harbor at San Pedro
and Wilmington, but in 1890 a St. Louis syndicate built a competing line, the Terminal
Railway. Just as threatening to Huntington was a deteﬁnined bid by the city’s business
establishment to secure federal funds for a breakwater and dredging that would open the
inner harbor at Wilmington to trans-Pacific ships. He doubted that Espee could engross
the resulting flood of commerce through the harbor, so he devised an audacious scheme
to replace San Pedro with a deep-water port further north at Santa Monica, where he had
owned track since 1878. Quietly buying up the waterfront there, he had his engineers
build a long pier while he lobbied Congress and the White House to shift their attention
from San Pedro to Santa Monica.!0

The ensuing struggle pitted the feared rail monopoly against the increasingly well-
organized merchant capitalists of Los Angeles; it galvanized the city for two decades.
Because it was largely an intramural fight between capitalists, and because the labor
movement had just come under attack by the L.4. Times, the city’s unions played a wel-

come but secondary role in the campaign. “Both the Labor Congress and the Council of

Labor, and all but one of the Los Angeles unions, went along with the majority in favor-
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ing San Pedro in opposition to ‘a great monopoly which has held Southern California by

I

the néck since its infancy,”” observes Grace Heilman Stimson in her seminal Rise of the
Labor Movement in Los Angeles.!!

After lengthy deliberations and much wavering between the demands of the competing
parties, the United States Congress voted for San Pedro. Despite his many friends on
Capitol Hill, Huntington lost his Congressional battle against the San Pedro site in 1896
and lost his battle on the ground in April, 14899 when the Army Corps of Engineers laid
the cornerstone for the San Pedro breakwater. But Espee was not done. Over the next six
years it bought out the Terminal Railway and enough of the waterfront to bar other rail
carriers from the port. Its ally in these matters was the San Pedro Board of Trustees, ever
ready to favor Espee with enabling legislation. Only through the 1906 annexation of a
sixteen-mile-long, half-mile-wide “shoestring strip” to San Pedrc followed by a voter-
approved consolidation with San Pedro and neighboring Wilmington in 1909 and trustee-
ship over their tidelands in 1911 did Los Angeles finally gain clear access to the harbor.12

Its foothold there remained meager and precarious, however, as the Southern Pacific
again moved to control traffic from the waterfront. On its few hundred feet of frontage
the city began to build public docks, warehouses, and rail spurs.!3 What emerged from
this 20-year saga of anti-monopoly struggle was a hybrid, or compromised, form of pub-
lic ownership. The new Los Angeles Harbor Commission ran the off-loading facilities
but refused to back organized labor’s demand for a municipal railway from the port to the
city, choosing instead to work with and regulate the private carriers. The rates it charged
were so low that taxpayers, not the shippers, railroads, and jobbers who used the port, had
to finance most of its improvements.!4 By contrast the municipally-run water and power

systems of Los Angeles, monitored much more closely by organized labor, stimulated
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growth just as vigorously as the harbor but generated enough revenue to finance them-
selves.

The free harbor fight took on the glow of a foundation myth for the city’s progressives
in the opening decades of the twentieth century. It generated their first leaders, many of
whom stayed active up to and beyond World War I. It steeped them in anti-monopoly
rhetoric, led them to fear and exaggerate the baleful influence of the Southern Pacific
“machine” on local and state politics, and disposed them to think of themselves simulta-
neously as “the best men” and as champions of all “the people”. The free harbor fight
also schooled Los Angeles progressives in what they believed were the virtues of regu-
lating, as opposed to expropriating, businesses.

This was understandable, for many of them were merchant or manufacturing capital-
ists themselves, albeit small to middling ones who chafed at Espee’s rates and saw its en-
grossing habits as no less a barrier to the city’s growth than the wage and hour demands
of organized labor. Other progressives were professional men, ideologically and eco-
nomically sympathetic to capitalist enterprise. Their headquarters during the 1890s cam-
paign against an Espee-run harbor as well as the 1906-09 city consolidation drive was,
appropriately, the Los Angeles Chamber of Commerce.

The Chamber was founded in 1888. At its earliest organizational meetings most of the
movers and shakers were merchants who had iittle impact on L.A.’s subsequent history,
but men with more staying power soon came to the fore. One of them was Times pub-
lisher Otis. Armed with the personality of a fighting cock, he led a titanic struggle against
organized labor from 1890 to his death in 1917. It was Otis who moved the resolution
that made the Chamber a permanent force in the city’s economic and political life, and he
was elected one of its first vice-presidents.!> Within fhis new forum he forcefully advo-

cated the San Pedro option, arguing that the Southern Pacific favored Santa Monica only
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because it monopolized the frontage there. But his role as Times publisher was even more
decisive. “The reasons for Otis’s interest in the harbor question remain unclear,” writes
William Deverell in Railroad Crossing, “He may, as Southern Pacific officials suspected,
have had business dealings with the Terminal Railway; perhaps he owned land in San
Pedro....In any event, Otis and the Times served in tandem as leading propagandists of the
San Pedro campaign.” 16

Otis figured so prominently in the struggle at the harbor and in the media blitz for the
Owens River aqueduct a decade later that some scholars consider him a progressive. Po-
litical scientist James W. Ingram III, for example, ranks him unqualifiedly as a develop-
mental réformer because he made his newspaper the carrot and the stick of municipal
growth during the entire quarter-century from 1890 to World War 1. But his inclusion in
the reform pantheon is surely misconceived. True developmental reformers believed
growth had to be promoted in the right way, else it would make the city unlivable, set
class against class, and trap “the best men” in a withering crossfire. Out of this worry
came their appeals to “the people” and their self-definition as the people’s representa-
tives. Of course they were as class-bound as the most rapacious tycoon, but that is what
they believed. Otis did not for one minute think like them. He championed development,
certainly, but not developmental reform other than the crudest deployment of the state to
discipline labor or build infrastructure--and once built, to abandon it to private capital.
His foe in the free harbor fight, the Southern Pacific Railroad, became his political ally
on more than one occasion after the turn of the century. In the venom he spat out at labor
he was a class warrior without equal. His was an anti-reform position. The reform posi-
tion favored municipal development of the harbor, the aqueduct, and electric power, but it
also sought to regulate the rates and practices of the companies that stood to profit from

these public resources.
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Otis despised this as “meddling”, and it made not a whit of difference to him that he
had once fought shoulder to shoulder with reformers who held such views. A man of cav-
ernous resentments, he was scathing toward Meyer Lissner and other progressives who
launched the Good Government Organization in 1909. It was insufferable encugh to sit
across the table from a union leader who, after ali, had the pedigree of a snake, but it was
a damn outrage to face one of your own who had betrayed his class. This was your typi-
cal Good Government man, whom Otis habitually tweaked in print and in public as a
“Goo-Goo,” a “pharisaical purifier,” a “pestiferous reformer,” and a “chronic, pro-
fessional busybody.”!”

Nevertheless, as we shall see, Otis, the progressives, and the Old Guard closed ranks
with the clank! of a bear-trap whenever a resurgent grassroots movement threatened their
common interests. That reformers so readily embraced the aims and methods of this con-
summate anti-reformer, and did so more than once, exposed the narrowness of their class

outlook. It also proved fafal to their project by the early years of World War [.

Charles Dwight Willard: The Archetypal Progressive

No one embodied the progressive virtues and biases more emphatically than the
movement’s leading propagandist, Charles Dwight Willard. As tough as he was tubercu-
lar, Willard not only stamped L.A.’s progressive years with the self-serving interpretation
that has laced itself through most subsequent histories, but he took part tirelessly in the
era’s political coups. A 1912 photograph shows him thick of eyebrow and mustache, in
eyeglasses, hair parted straight down the middle (a true Progressive cut!), leaning on his
elbow, cheek-in-hand. He fixes the lens with a steady stare. His hand is fisted.!8

Willard left the Midwest for LosiAngeles in the early 1880s, carrying with him the pa-

trician outlook of his New England ancestry and the tubercle bacilli that often rioted in
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his lungs and eventually killed him. In 1885 and 1886 he helped sponsor the annual Mer-
chants’ Association’s Fiesta de Los Angeles,!® an evocation of a fictionalized romantic
past that boomers used (among many other devices) to draw tourists and surplus labor to
the city. He wrote short stories and an occasional newspaper article during this pericd.

Soon, however, Willard’s activities took on a sharper edge. He joined the L.A.’s sec-
ond Chamber of Commerce in 1888, quickly emerged as its secretary, and worked with
Otis to make that organization a dynamic force in the promotion and growth of Los An-
geles. His baptism of fire came at the harbor. Under his diréction the Chamber helped
lawyer Thomas E. Gibbon organize the Free Harbor League. Together they developed the
alliances and tactics that ultimately frustrated the Southern Pacific’s plan to monopolize
the city’s maritime trade at Santa Monica.20

The free harbor fight, for which Willard was justly celebrated by his and the next gen-
eration of progressives, marked the high point of his leadership in matters economic.
Thereafter, influenced perhaps by his reading of Edward Bellamy’s Looking Backward,
he turned his attention to the political consequences of Espee’s power in southern Cali-
fornia. His crusade against the “machine” stoked his oratory and consumed his energies
for the next 13 years, winning the admiration of younger reformers such as Meyer Liss-
ner, Russ Avery, Edward A. Dickson, and Marshall Stimson. In December, 1909, bedrid-
den with disease, he penned the following note; it was read to six hundred Good Gov-
ernment partisans who had gathered at Levy’s Cafe to celebrate their unprecedented cap-

ture of every municipal office in that month’s city elections:

“....For all that we loved Los Angeles, we could not close our eyes to the truth: that it was bound
with double chains of a political and commercial seridom. With an almost superhuman effort, we
tore loose our harbor, only to see the bonds knitting again about it. We entered upon vast civic en-
terprises, but it was with fear and trembling lest they be stclen from us. In the inmost citadel, in
the city government itself, our worst enemy ruled with an almost absolute power. We could not re-
spect our city, we could not respect ourselves, while this continued. But it is over at last. Our city
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is free! The enemy is dislodged, defeated and driven forth, and now we can say with full hearts,
‘Los Angeles is perfect. She is peerless among the cities of the world.” 2}

Here we have progressive rhetoric at its most incendiary, and fanciful. The devil
driven from his den (the eastside wards and by extension the city council) was, of course,
the Southern Pacific political machine--except that it was never quite the machine Wil-
lard, Lissner, Stimson et. al. made it out to be. Unlike the great political rings of New
York, Chicago, and St. Louis, this one could or would not offer the I..A. working class
either patronage or small acts of charity.22 Its operatives lobbied and doubtlessly paid for
influence at local Republican and Democratic party nominating conventions, yet from
1896 to 1906 they could elect just one machine candidate out of six!23 After the free har-
bor fight, these weaknesses notwithstanding, Willard transformed Espee’s noxious poli-
tical reputation into the progressives’ ticket to city hall--and every other reformer fol-
lowed his lead. Their true “worst enemy” during these years was not the “machine,” but
the organized working class. The reformers’ political acts, and their private correspon-
dence, make this historical fact clear.

A gifted rhetorician, Willard found time in his hectic schedule to sing the praises of his
own Municipal League as well as of fellow progressives like Haynes and Gibbon. They
loom larger than life in his essays, flawless and heroic. His quality as a writer ensured
that his view of progressivism would be taken seriously by historians, especially those
who shared his class outlook, and it is one reason they have routinely failed to dig for
counterfactuals and alternative interpretations in the less felicitous prose of his working-
class rivals.

Enroute to the 1909 electoral triumph, Willard launched or ﬁgur’cd prominently in
every organization that set out to modernize Los Angeles while catapulting his fellow

progressives into power. In 1896, he founded the nonpartisan League for Beiter City
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Government, whose 5,000 members campaigned for a revised charter featuring a stronger
mayor, professionalized city commissions and boards, fewer elective offices, an embry-
onic merit system for appointments, and the elimination of wards in favor of at-large city
council elections. These reforms, envisioning a more “businesslike” and less democratic
city government, failed in the special election of January 20, 189724 but became the core
of progressivism’s municipal agenda.

Willard quit his Chamber of Commerce post soon thereafter to take over the editorship
of the L.A. Express. This crusading daily agitated for progressive causes until the city
election of 1913, when its publisher, Edwin T. Earl, split with Lissner, Stimson, and
Avery over the devil’s bargain they had secretly struck with Otis and the Old Guard to
defeat the mayoral candidate of organized labor.25 Besides the Express, Willard’s prose
style soon found an outlet in the only slightly less partisan Pacific Outlook, which he
founded with Avery, Stimson, and Lissner and served as chief contributing editor.26 This
journal merged with its northern California counterpart in 1911 and thereafter was known
as the California Outlook. To an extraordinary degree it voiced the hopes, fears, and phi-
losophy of the Los Angeles progressives, never more vividly than in this 1911 passage

from Willard:

“In the ‘I Won’t Works,” with whom Fresno has lately been at loggerheads, we find the true,
American proletarians, discontent, radicalism, fanaticism, homelessness, houselessness, hope-
lessness and all. If Marx and Engel [sic] were right the . W.W.s are the consummation of the capi-
talist system and, when it has wrought its perfect work, all society will be made up of such as
these on the one hand and the Rockefellers, Elinses, Carnegies, Fricks and Harrimans on the other.
Inviting prospect isn’t it! The question at issue is, shall we leave these ‘forces’ blindly to work out
their unintelligent worst for mankind or shall we take them in hand, modify them, train them and
consciously ordain that they restore that equality of opportunity which promises enough for all
who try and room to spare with all artificial barriers burned away. It is up to us to prevent Social-
ism by making Capitalism lead to something better.” 27

Ironically, “I Won’t Works” was the term of contempt Harrison Gray Otis reserved for

the Industrial Workers of the World (I.W.W.). That the leading progressive journal ech-
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oed it may surprise some students of the era--but it was not the first or last instance in
which the Old Guard and the reformers were joined at the lip.

Willard, the Municipal League, and Their Centrality

A seminal event for twentieth-century L.A. progressivism was the creation, in 1961, of
the Municipal League. Its first president was Joseph O. Koepfli, who had also run an
open-shop cracker company and the anti-union Merchants’ and Manufacturers’ Associa-
tion (M&M), but its executive secretary and guiding force for the next 13 years was
Charles Dwight Willard.28 Under his strong hand, the League doggedly set out to reshape
city government through charter reforms, legislation, and the election of the “best men”
from the ranks of business and the professions. It remained an imposing force in city poli-
tics well into the 1930s and served, during the progressive era, as the general headquar-
ters for many other reform groups.

In the months before the Municipal League’s emergence Willard recruited a who’s
who list of businessmen and activists as its members--about 500 stalwarts in all. The
businessmen’s forte was politics, the activists’ was canvassing and petitioning. “The Mu-
nicipal League was so well organized that it could furnish a petition for a referendum on
twenty-four hours notice with 5,200 names on it,” observed L.A.’s leading progressive,
John R. Haynes, who sat on its executive committee though his views kept him well to
the left of Willard.2? With its able cadre, the League pursued an agenda of middling re-
forms that bore Willard’s stamp, especially his belief that L.A. had to steer a perilous
course between the Scylla of monopoly and the Charybdis of militant trade unionisimn.39

It was Charybdis that made Willard set a low threshold for what he felt was too much
democracy. Organized labor had long campaigned to write the initiative, réferendum, and
recall into the city charter, and Haynes had lent his considerable prestige to this effort.?

But direct democracy, as the three reforms were called, sent a shiver through the leading
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progressive organization. The latter’s raison d’etre was prying open city government to
the best citizens, not the great rabble. Yet it could hardiy eche Otis, who reviled direct
democracy as a stain on republican government, without irreparably tarnishing its reform
credentials. “During its early years, the Municipal League was...extremely cautious in its
methods and its policies,” states Albert Howard Clodius, whose 1953 study, “The Quest
for Good Government in Los Angeles,” remains invaluable for its insights inte progres-
sivism. The League, he says, withheld an endorsement of the recall during the charter
election of 1902, and only cautiously endorsed the initiative and referendumn. Years later
Willard wrote enthusiastically about direct democracy, but in 1904 the League “disap-
proved” the union-led recall of city councilman J.F. Davenport.32

Characteristically, the League’s campaign for charter revisions stressed efficiency over
democratic responsiveness. In the 1902 election, it persuaded voters to adopt civil service
exams for several city departments, strengthen the mayor’s hand by having him name the
commissioners who carried out many executive functions, and replace single-member
wards with at-large voting for the Board of Education.33 Two years later, in a follow-up
charter vote, the League helped lead a successful campaign to extend the civil service
city-wide, create a Public Works Board appointed by the mayor, shorten public utility
franchises from 50 to 21 years, and move city elections to years in which there were no
statewide or presidential races.34

This drive to reshape city government by making it more centralized, more scientific,
and less responsive to both Espee and the voters involved the type of reform that lay
closest to Willard’s heart. The local state, he said, “was controlled absclutely by the Re-
publican machine that...took orders from the Southern Pacific Railway. The local Los
Angeles boss, who named most of the city officers, was a known employee of the South-

ern Pacific. There was not much small grafting in the city government, but incompetence
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and medio.crity ruled, and the utility corporations got such privileges as they desired, usu-
ally with the connivance of influential citizens.”35

All the 1904 charter revisions aimed to weaken the political influence of the railroad
and the public utilities--up to a point. By bringing the street superintendent’s office under
the new Public Works Board, and then electing its own candidate to that post, the League
denied Espee its most significant foothold in city government.36 But Willard was wary of
pushing the barons of capital too far, especially Henry Huntington, whose electric rail-
ways had spurred L.A.’s breakneck growth and knotted together the city and its suburbs.
Though he resented Huntington’s threat to stop laying track unless the 21-year franchise
limit was repealed, Willard accommodated the great man. A delegation of realtors de-
scended on the 1906 charter revision committee, of which Willard was a member, and
urged it to lengthen the franchise term by 12 years. “You know and we know that Henry
E. Huntington, who has done as much or more for Los Angeles than any other living per-
son, will not build new lines or extend old ones because of the short life of the twenty-
one year grant,” one of them warned the freeholders on Sept. 28. Acting as the charter
committee’s spokesperson, Willard promised the realtors that the Municipal League
would look favorably on their proposal. The voters did not. That December they spurned
the 33-year franchise amendment by a three-to-one ratio.3”

Moving city elections to odd-numbered years was one of many progressive reforms in
the name of nonpartisanship that nudged Los Angeles politics a little further from popular
opinion and a little nearer the agendas of well-organized, well-heeled forces like the Mu-
nicipal League. Its effect was similar to the replacement of wards with at-large voting in
that it required more money and more effort to get a winning number of eléctors to the
polls. Almost immediately it curbed voter turnout for municipal races.

“The re-scheduling of municipal elections to the odd years followed the lines of a fa-
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mous statement by Theodore Reosevelit,” observes political scientist Ingram. “The Buil
Moose once pointed out that it was inappropriate to allow national party labels to enter
into local politics. In 1904, the voters of Los Angeles passed a charter amendment giving
the officers elected in 1906 a three-year term; this change mcved the municipal elections
to the odd years and effectively sliced turnout in local contests by 50%. Whether refor-
mers were consciously lowering voter participation or this was an unintended conse-
quence of their attempts to establish nonpartisanship, the result was the same. Depress‘ion
of turnout, it has been pointed out, is rthe most reliable way to control outcomes after the
introduction of the secret ballot.™8

Willard’s great passion was political combat, and changing the institutional structures
in which it occurred, but this preoccupation did not blind him tc the currents of social and
moral reform then rippling through Los Angeles. Like John R. Haynes, Rev. Dana W.
Bartlett, and Express publisher Edwin T. Earl, he worried about the morals and miseries
of the poor. It did not occur to him that their escape from misery required militant self-
organization, and he wrote about them with sympathy, not empathy. But at least he pon-
dered their predicament--and that, for his time and place, was novel. Dismissing the idea
that the poor were alone responsible for their poverty, he declared the following in a Pa-

cific Outlook editorial:

“That society is rich enough to abolish poverty; that most contagious diseases could be stamped
out of existence by concerted effort; that 90 per cent of all crime could be abolished in two genera-
tions, if rightly dealt with; that panics are the business men’s fit of hysterics; that most sickness is
unnecessary; that strikes and riots are relics of personal warfare--like dueling; that chiid labor is a
social crime, and that the vast majority of the people of this nation want honest government, clean
beautiful cities in which to live, and education and proper protection for their own and all others’
children....” 39

At Willard’s direction, the Municipal League and the College Settlement Associaﬁon
persuaded Mayor Owen McAleer to create a Housing Commission in 1906. its first task

was to rehabilitate the crowded, unhygienic house courts where many Mexicans, Rus-



sians, and other recent workingclass immigrants lived virtually without public services.
Willard helped draft an ordinance, adopted by the city council later that year, that im-
posed new standards on tenants and landlords, set up a system of inspections and fines,
and authorized the demolition of the worst courts.4? The new law was poorly enforced.
Like Haynes, Willard was too secular a personality to boost moral reform with the zeal
of the clergymen and ideologues who populated the Civic Righteousness League, Minis-
terial Alliance, Anti-Saloon League, Sunday Rest League, and Morals Efficiency Com-
mittee (a title only a progressive could conjure up). But each man, in his own way,
planted one foot part-time in the moral reform movement. Haynes led the Morals Effi-
ciency Committee with Rev. Bartlett, Parley M. Johnson, Nathan Newby, and kindred
notables who set out to roust blind pigs, punch-boards, grab-bags, nickel slots, dance
halls, and houses of ill repute forever from the streets of the city.#! Liquor struck this
physician, real estate speculator, and stock investor as the root of many evils, but he knew
all-out prohibition was doomed in Los Angeles and did not pursue it. After a 1905 initia-
tive to ban saloons failed, he said he would settle for a reduction in their number from
200 to 100, not more than one per block, a halt to the loss-leader tactic of offering patrons
free lunches, and a six p.m. closing time. Haynes’ weapon of choice against booze was
the Gothenburg system, in which a private syndicate would take over a limited number of
saloons at a maximum five percent profit and donate its excess net income to the city.
Reportedly successful in Sweden, this remedy made no headway at all in Los Angeles.4Z
Willard, for his part, represented the Municipal League in its defense of sobriety, pru-
dence, and other progressive virtues. The League routinely hectored non-reform city
councilmen for their unwillingness to limit saloons to a small area, stop private clubs
from dispensing liquor, abolish prize fights, bar youths under 17 from penny arcades,

pool halls, and “low (burlesque) theaters, and halt racetrack gambling and even racing
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itself at Ascot Park and other tracks.4?> Whether Willard was speaking for the League’s
moralist wing or was personally committed to this attack on workingclass pleasures is
hard to say. His ally Meyer Lissner insisted that “saloons and good government cannot
exist together.” Willard never said anything so definitive, but he did identify the liquor
industry as a key element of the Espee machine.#4 His most important gift to the teeto-
taler’s cause turned out not to be a moral reform at all, but a structural and political one.
In December, 1906, the city council allowed saloons to locate anywhere within the liquor
zone without the consent of nearby property owners. It tried to immunize this statute
against referenda by calling it an “emergency” measure, whereupon the Municipal
League sued for an injunction on the grounds that no emergency existed. The court held
for the plaintiff, and the council’s three-year-old strategy for thwarting the city charter’s
referendum clause came to an abrupt end.4>

The Harper Recall
Willard’s finest hour, after his stint in the Free Harbor fight, came late in 1909 when

the Municipal League resolved to oust mayor Arthur C. Harper. This decision sizzled
with irony. The League struck at Harper with the recall, a weapon it had previously
scorned. It chose this weapon because the next regular election would not come until De-
cember, 1909--thanks to the odd-year charter amendment that Willard himself had
pushed through.

Believing the mayor’s sins were too horrendous to wait that long, Willard convened
two meetings of business and professional men on January 20 and February 1, 1909.
“The Harper administration had been thoroughly unsatisfactory,” he wrote the following
year. “He was surrounded by a coterie of saloon men and vice promoters: Gambling and

social evil were unchecked, and the Mayor was known to be interested in a number of
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commercial projects, the stock of which had been systematically marketed among the sal-
oons and vice agencies.”46

At the Jan. 20 meeting, with Willard serving as its secretary, speaker after speaker as-
sailed Harper for conniving with the Police Commission to promote vice in Los Angeles.
Just as odious was Harper’s appointment of police chief Edward Kern to the Public
Works Board, charged with overseeing the $23 million bond issue voters had authorized
in 1907 to build the Owens River Aqueduct. Almost without exception the nearly 200
invitees summoned by Willard on Jan. 20 believed that with Kern and another Harper
crony sitting on the Board, the city’s great new enterprise would drown in graft. They
voted 205 to 5, with 5 abstentions, to recall the mayor.47

The Municipal League immediately launched a canvass for the requisite 9,000 recall
signatures. It obtained 11,000 in just 12 days.*8. Midway through the petition drive, it in-
vited representatives of the Chamber of Commerce, Merchants’ and Manufacturers’ As-
sociation (M&M), and City Club to meet with its own delegates on February 1. As exclu-
sive and machine-like as any party convention run by Espee, this gathering chose George
Alexander, a septuagenarian Civil War veteran and former county supervisor with an in-
dependent voting record, as its candidate to replace Harper in a March 26 recall elec-
tion.4?

Most union activists and the Socialist Party found little to like in Alexander’s nomina-
tion. As a supervisor he had treated them coolly, and his selection by a closed circle of
invitees notable for the ill will it bore organized labor heightened their suspicion of him.
On the other hand Alexander could expect some support, however reluctant, from wor-
kers who recognized his honesty and were as fed up as the Municipal League with
Harper’s corruption. Among them were Thomas D. Fennessy and Ben C. Robinson, both

former presidents of Typographical Union No. 174.50
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The socialists decided to field their own recall candidate, Fred C. Wheeler. One of
L.A.’s most popular union activists, he had done stints as a carpenter, Populist, railway
strike leader, AFL organizer, city charter reviser, champion of public water and power,
foe of U.S. armed intervention in Mexico, newspaper columnist, tireless candidate for
local and state offices, and president of the L.A. Central Labor Council. Wheeler was a
reformer’s reformer, though no historian of Los Angeles has thought to include him in
that pantheon, 3!

Shortly before election day, Harper resigned. Express publisher Edwin T. Earl had
damned the mayor’s association with gambling, prostitution, and saloon interests. Now,
thanks to some effective sleuthing, he had dug up proof that Harper and Kern were profit-
ing from a red-light syndicate. Kern quit the Public Works Board as soon as he saw the
evidence against him. Harper left office a few days later, on March 11. In the chaos that
followed his departure, remnants of the Southern Pacific machine tried to install former
city council president George A. Smith as interim mayor, but the council chose former
Chamber of Commerce president William D. Stephens instead. Recall foes then sued to
cancel the March 26 election on the grounds that it was no longer needed. Willard’s Mu-
nicipal League and Meyer Lissner’s young Good Government Organization both insisted
that the election be held--and Superior Court Judge Walter Bordwell agreed. “When a
question arises whether a public official shall be elected by a vote of the people or by
some other method,” he ruled, “all doubts must be resolved in favor of a popular vote. It
is a right that must be guarded by the people.”>2

During the final weeks of the campaign Alexander drew heavy financial and organiz-
ing support from the Municipal League, Good Government Organization (G.G.O.), and
other elements of Los Angeles progressivism, including reform groups in the Democratic

Party.53 Wheeler’s backers were a few dozen unions and the Socialist Party. Relations
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between these forces were testy. Many sccialists could not forgive the unions for sponso-
ring a rival left party in the 1906 city elections. Others, led by Job Harriman, had begun
an edgy rapprochement with organized labor, tut this would not succeed in uniting the
two groups until 1910-11.

“The G.G.O....enjoyed abundant funds and strong networks of support through various
civic, social, and economic institutions,” observes Daniel J. Johnson in a 1996 paper on
ward politicians and working-class voters in Progressive-Era Los Apgeles. “The Social-
ists, on the other hand, were virtually penniless, their internal organization on the point of
collapse, with only a handful of followers in the city. Yet, the Socialists did have one ad-
vantage: working-class hostility towards the middle-class reform movement. The
G.G.0.’s arrogant refusal to include working people in its councils, its association with
class-biased moral reform, and charges of collaboration with the city’s corporate refor-
mers, all worked against [its] ability to win over blue-collar constituencies.”>4

Republican regulars, stunned by Bordwell’s decision, offered no mayoral candidate;
the election had boiled down to a duel between Wheeler and Alexander. On March 26
Wheeler captured five of the city’s nine wards, including all but one of the eastside wards
with large workingclass populations. Thanks to lopsided majorities in the silk-stocking
precincts, however, Alexander defeated the intrepid union carpenter by a scant 1,700
votes out of some 26,830 cast.>3

Alexander began his term as recall mayor by naming Typographical No. 174’s Ben
Robinson to the Fire Commission--the first significant city post held by a union member
in two decades. Because Robinson had led the union that had battled the L.4. Times non-
stop since 1890, his appointment seemingly rebuked the open-shop movement.’® Those
who thought so included many labor activists, but they were sorely mistaken. The new

mayor was far more conservative than his predecessors. A good city government, he
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wrote just before taking office, should protect capital investments, nurture a stable busi-
ness climate, and in so doing assure workers the chance to earn a living.57 Over the next
four years Alexander demonstrated his belief that the needs of capital not only super-
ceded all others but required the ongoing suppression of organized labor. His regime be-
came the ultimate guarantor of the open shop.

All this flowed from Willard’s decision in the waning weeks of 1908 to oust Harper
and clear a path to power for his fellow progressives. With no labor candidate in the field
after the recall, Alexander sailed through a long-scheduled primary election in Novem-
ber, 1909. He handily defeated his Democratic and Republican opponents in the Decem-
ber 7 runoff, winning a two-year term and a fair number of workingclass votes in the
process. Good Government Organization candidétes running with him swept every seat
on the city council and board of education as well as every other elective office in the city
government.’® “This is the culmination of a long fight,” Willard wrote his sister. “It
smashes a big hole in the Southern Pacific machine here and opens the way for a clean-up
all over the state. And it isn’t any sudden or accidental wave of reform--it is a veritable
reform machine--a perfect model of its kind--built up slowly with a vast amount of gen-
eral public education.”® Brilliant at seizing power, the progressives proved much less
adept at holding it. Their four years at the helm would, however, leave a mark on Los

Angeles almost as durable as that of the labor movement they feared and disdained.60

Charles Dwight Willard and the Proletarian Menace
The 1909 recall campaign sharpened organized labor’s distrust of Angelenos who

dubbed themselves “nonpartisans” and “progressives”. Three years earlier the Union La-
bor News had characterized the Non-Partisan Party as “the result of a difference of opin-.
ion between pigs in the public trough.”¢! Labor’s worst fears were confirmed, its benefit-

of-the-doubters rudely shaken, by the mass arrests of brewery and metal trades strikers

37



that followed soon after Alexander’s election. Since Willard played so pivotal a role in
the progressive ascendancy, the question that begs to be asked is what did he think of the
working class? More particularly, what did he think of the organized working class
whose political daring seemed to defy its weakness in industry?

Willard’s concern for less fortunate Angelenos made him a rarity in eariy 20th-century
Los Angeles progressivism. He did not believe for one minute, however, that their pov-
erty, low wages, or shabby homes bespoke the exploitation of one class by another.
Rather he imputed such wretchedness to the backwardness of the poor and the imperfec-
tions of government, both of which he and his fellow reformers had a duty to correct.
This attitude, patronizing and naive from a century’s distance, seemed noble in Willard’s
day. It was, in fact, a fine example of noblesse oblige. People of his persuasion sprinkled
charity and helpfulness on the poor, but they shuddered when the lower classes took mat-
ters into their own hands. From this reaction sprang Willard’s hostility, sometimes subtle,
often not, to trade unions. His view of labor fell in the mid-range of progressive opinion,
to the right of Haynes and to the left of open-shop businessmen like Joseph O. Koepfli,52
Niles Pease,%3 O.T. Johnson,% and Stoddard Jess.%5 For our purposes this makes him an
excellent model of mainstream progressive thinking in early 20th-century Los Angeles.
He was no rabid union-hater like many who traveled under the progressive banner, but he
saw unions as a nuisance at best and a political menace at worst.

Nuisance-avoidance led Willard to spurn whatever counsel workers might have of-
fered the reform organizations he helped create or guide. In 1897, months after founding
the elite League for Better City Government, he and his colleagues proposed a set of city
charter amendments that concentrated more power in the mayor’s office and less in the
hands of voters. Wary not just of the amendments but bf the motives of the men who had

framed them, some labor activists wondered if they had been “hatched in private” to cre-
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ate a “a rich man’s charter”. Willard’s response was astonishingly tone-deaf: he defended
the revisions on the grounds that they had been studied and approved by over 100 busi-
ness and professional men. “Workingmen may not have found these explanations alto-
gether convincing,” observes Clodius in a riveting understatement. As noted above, the
charter amendments failed at the polls.66

The most generous thing one can say about Willard’s attitude toward labor activists in
1897 was that for him they simply weren’t there. They counted for naught.67 This blind
spot brings to mind Marx’s thumbnail description of bourgeois socialists like Proudhon
who, he said, “want all the advantages of modern social conditions without the struggles
and dangers necessarily resulting therefrom. They desire the existing state of society mi-
nus its revolutionary and disintegrating elements. They wish for a bourgeoisie without a
proletariat.”6® Though tunnel-visioned, Willard’s view was not yet malicious. Compare it
with the devious and openly hostile reason he gave a dozen years later when his Munici-
pal League barred 'labor representatives from the two meetings that launched Mayor
Harper’s recall. The city’s unions, he said, were practically a political party and as such
could not be allowed a role in any nonpartisan gathering.®? His “political party” designa-
tion was so patently false that no one, including Willard’s fellow reformers, believed it.70
Indeed, it was the Municipal League that had acted “practically” as a political party when
it sought to substitute its own candidate--chosen in private caucus by fifteen business and
professional men--for a sitting mayor. All this happened despite assurances by League
president Koepfli that its candidate would represent all L.A.’s citizens, not merely its
businessmen.’!

The L.A. Central Labor Council and its member unions viewed Willard’s rebuff as an
insult and took no formal position on the recall. The Socialist Party went further. Un-

willing to support Harper because of his suppression of free speech rights, it nevertheless
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saw Willard and his ilk as a profoundly anti-workingclass clique. “A body of individuals
known as the Municipal League...appointed themselves the guardians of the morals of
Los Angeles,” it declared in its southern California weekly newspaper, Common Sense.
“They called a meeting, very exclusive, to which no workingmen were invited....They
started the recall petition, which but a short time before they had denounced as a *social-
ist vagary’....The meeting that nominated Alexander was composed chiefly of men who
were active workers in organizations that have bitterly fought the workingmen of this
city.”72 It was at this juncture that the socialists nominated Fred Wheeler to run against
Alexander.

The Central Labor Council’s hands-off stand encouraged individual union members to
deal with. the recall in different ways. Some ignored it. Others damned the Municipal
League in letters to the Los Angeles Record, the only daily newspaper that routinely took
up workingclass causes in progressive-era Los Angeles.”3 A few supported Alexander.
Larger numbers backed Harper and Wheeler. The Harper recall, and the Alexander re-
gime’s suppression of brewery and metal trades strikers a year later, turned the labor
movement’s longstanding suspicion of Willard, Lissner, Avery, Stimson, and company
into outright revulsion. It also nudged many unionists and the Socialist Party toward a
formal political alliance after years of alienation followed by a wary coexistence. This
alliance would, in turn, drive progressives into the camp of the Old Guard with grim con-
sequences for their movement.

Willard could not have foreseen this disastrous outcome when he snubbed the city’s
unions in 1909, but he must have known they would not take this rebuff lightly. What
made him risk their retaliation? Specifically, what changed his benign neglect of union
workers in 1897 into the fear and loathing he felt toward them twelve years later?

The answer is that in the years of progressive ascendancy L.A.’s labor movement had
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supplanted “the machine” as the reformers’ worst nightmare. Overrated from the start,
Espee’s political apparatus was already crumbling by 1906; the 1909 elections simply
delivered its coup de grace. Meanwhile the city’s unions had led the fight for a municipal
water system, had hélped plant direct democracy in the city charter, had played a promi-
nent role in the elections of 1902 and 1906, had championed the Owens River aqueduct
more forcefully than the progressives, and were now demanding that Los Angeles gener-
ate and distribute its own electric power. In all these undertakings organized labor had
challenged not just the reformers’ self-proclaimed right to run the city but their vision of
what the city should become. While the reformers sought the friendly regulation of capi-
tal and businesslike efficiency at city hall, the unions sought public control of the city’s
infrastructure and a much more democratic municipal government.

Willard was understandably aghast at the prospect.

When did he realize that*the labor movement bad become a formidable foe? His dark
epiphany seems to have occurred during the election campaign of 1906. In that year the
battle between unions and open-shop forces reached a fever pitch. “[T]he Merchants’ and
Manufacturers’ Association consummated its partnership with Otis and other antiunion
employers, making possible complete financial and moral aid to struck firms, and eco-
nomic warfare against employers prone to deal with unions,” states Stimson. A Citizens’
Alliance, formed two years earlier as a phalanx of employers and their supporters, backed
up the M&M. The full arsenal of open-shop weapons came into play: “black lists, adver-
tisements for ‘independent’ workingmen, replacement of union by nonunion employees,
lockouts, open-shop declarations, importation of strikebreakers, use of Mexican and Ne-
gro labor, nonunion employment bureaus, and cancellation of union contracts.” 74

Despite this all-out offensive by employers, the Central Labor Council and its affiliates

organized 16 new locals in 1906. Brewery workers signed closed-shop contracis with all
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their firms, and 60 union printers struck dozens of smalil job shops for an eight-hour day.
Supporting them were the International Typographical Union (ITU), which paid strike
benefits, and 83 pressmen and press feeders.” Otis, whose L.4. Times had not had a prin-
ters’ union since 1890, took umbrage at the walkout. He rallied the 55 job shops in his
.Employing Printers’ Association, drew the M&M and Citizen’s Alliance into the dispute,
and helped recruit nonunion printing tradesmen from the East and “special” guards from
the Police Department. “Although the exact number of specials provided cannot be de-
termined,” states Thomas Clark in a recent study, “press reports suggested that one to
three officers guarded any printing shop that made a request.””6¢ Undaunted, the members
of Typographical Union No. 174 kept their picket lines moving through a long summer.
Longshoremen struck to halt the unloading of non-union ships at the harbor that June.
When the San Francisco branch of their union went back to work in August, they not
only stayed off the job but demanded a $5 monthly wage increase and continued boycott-
ing nonunion vessels through October, long after the strike in the northern city was set-
tled. Work stoppages on the docks had always infuriated the San Pedro lumber compa-
nies, the region’s newspapers and politicians, and the capitalist class as a whole because
home and commercial construction played a decisive role in the Los Angeles economy.
This walkout also drew heavy judicial fire, provoking the first and only labor injunction
aimed at L.A. county strikers during the first decade of the 20th century.”” It was ob-
tained by the lumber companies to interpose the police between peaceful pickets and
strikebreakers. “Picketing,” declared L.A. Superior Court Judge N.P. ‘Conrey, ‘implies a
state of war,” and he intended to put an end to it. His injunction failed to stop the strike.
The city’s carpenters’ unions, meanwhile, had hurled a potent challenge at dozens of
building contractors and fabricators represented by the Mill Owners’ Association, Master

Builders’ Association, and Builders’ Exchange. Setting September 1 as the deadline for
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the closed shop, 50-cent minimum hourly wage, and 44-hour work week in their trade,
they backed it up with a threat to quit this most construction-driven of all American cit-
ies. “In the ‘open shop’ plan, as at present, carpenters work in mixed crews in many in-
stances,” declared the L.4. Record. “This will be prohibited under the ‘closed shop’ rule.
Union and non-union carpenters will not work side by side.” 78

The threat to head out to San Francisco, San José, Fresno, and other northern Califor-
nia cities was a credible one, for carpenters’ eight-hour wages there averaged about
$4.50. Indeed, many craftsmen began to leave Los Angeles before the end of July. “The
carpenters never take a backward step when once they have acted,” Fred Wheeler, finan-
cial secretary and manager of Local 158, declared midway through the tense standoff.
“Many of the contractors [are] already paying the $4 wage, and I think the rest will ac-
cept the conditions, which are fair.” Joining 2,300 union carpenters in this pressure cam-
paign and eventual walkout were 350 bricklayers and large numbers of plasterers and
building laborers.” When some contractors balked at the Saturday half-holiday, more
craftsmen headed north.

Willard Belabors Labor Day

The broad scope and intensity of the printers,” longshoremen’s, and carpenters’ strikes
by themselves must have alarmed Willard, but they posed the lesser of the two threats he
now felt from organized labor. A far greater danger to progressive ambitions, he realized,
was the unions’ bold entry into the 1906 political campaign with its December 3 general
election date. Angered by the Citizens’ Alliance’s threat to boycott any employer who
met union demands, 6,000 workers overflowed Simpson Auditorium onr January 27.
Speakers at the stormy meeting denounced Otis, the Citizens’ Alliance, and the M&M for
“delivering the city government to Huntington, Otis, the gas, electric, and telephone mo-

nopolies and other combinations and persons seeking to place unjust burdens upon
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the...taxpayers of Los Angeles.” By acclamation the crowd agreed to launch an Anti-
Citizens’ Alliance.80

This organization was unfortunately named and fortunately short-lived. Guided by sea-
soned labor activists Arthur Vinette of the Carpenters, Lemuel D. Biddle of the Ma-
chinists, and John Murray, Francis Drake and James S. Roche of the Printers, it trans-
formed itself into the Public Ownership Party on February 21 with support from a rump
wing of the socialists.8! The Public Ownership Party (POP) immediately began organi-
zing the eastside wards. Its leaders agreed to back the city’s construction of a $23 million,
240-mile aqueduct from the Owens Valley. The platform they were drafting also argued
forcefully for public control of the electricity they wanted to flow from the aqueduct’s
generating plants.82 Brash and enthusiastic, the new party shook both Charles Willard
and Harrison Gray Otis. They vented their displeasure by trying to sabotage one of the
largest Labor Day celebrations the unions had ever organized in Los Angeles.

A week before September 3, Harrison Gray Otis and his chief deputy, M&M secretary
F.J. Zeehandelaar, set in motion a plan to have certain well-known merchants keep all
their employees at work on Labor Day. Railway magnate Henry Huntington agreed to
order his crews to mount an anti-union parade that moming. “All the details of the plot
were carefully gone over by Zeehandelaar, who personally visited every merchant
thought to be an enemy of organized labor,” reported the Union Labor News.

But these acts of subversion never happened. The Labor Day plot was exposed by two
daily newspapers, both rivals of the Times. Seven of the city’s wealthiest merchants hast-
ily conferred with Otis. They warned the bantam publisher that he and Huntington could
not possibly generate a strong turnout for their march and wouid suffer ridicule for trying.
The result, said the Union Labor News, was well known. On Labor Day Otis left town, 83

Willard’s scheme was less flamboyant but no more successful. He and Maurice H.
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Newmark were the top officers of the Associated Jobbers of Los Angeles, an organization
that had emerged from the free harbor campaign in which both men prominently
served.84 Founded on November 3, 1899 by the city’s leading merchants and manufac-
turers, it immediately plowed into one of those chronic intra-capitalist squabbles that
formed the economic substrate of progressivism. The railroads--most oppressively the
Southern Pacific but also the Atchison, Topeka & Santa Fé--had long charged L.A. ship-
pers discriminatory rates. This practice intensified after the free harbor fight. Thé Associ-
ated Jobbers doggedly challenged the roads in the public press ;':md the courts, winning
more equitable tariffs for its members.85

By the fall of 1906 Willard and Newmark had trained their sights on the rising labor
movement. Newmark was one of many businessmen who had broken with the regular
Republicans in July to form the Nonpartisan Committee of 100. This elite group of pro-
gressives would soon nominate its own candidates in a bid to capture the mayoralty and
city council.86 Nearly all of Willard’s political allies sat on the Nonpartisan Committee,
and he very much wanted their slate to succeed. For the first time, however, a labor-based
political party had moved into the electoral arena with popular issues and the potential to
win a substantial number of votes. The unions were also mobilizing their rank and file for
the largest Labor Day parade, rally, and festival in the city’s history. During the rally they
planned to lay the cornerstone for a new labor temple that would tower over the Times-
Mirror building and most other structures in L.A.’s business district.87

Willard and Newmark undertook to wreck the 1906 Labor Day celebration--and do it
so thoroughly that the unions’ political ambitions would look hopeless. The Associated
Jobbers represented 87 companies, including the city’s major employers. Many were
non-union, but some of the largest had been organized.8® By keeping their workers off

the streets on September 3, they might drastically thin out the Labor Day parade, prevent
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non-union workers from joining in, and turn an expected union triumph into a dismal
failure. Willard and Newmark polled the jobbers on the question and, a few days before

September 3, announced the results in the following letter:

“‘To the Members of the Associated Jobbers:

““The vote taken among the members on the guestion of observing some holiday early in Sep-
tember--whether it should be Labor Day...or Admission Day (Sept. 9) resulted in the choice of Ad-
mission Day by about a two-thirds majority.

““The members of the association are therefore requcsted to observe Monday, September 10, as a
holiday (the 9th being Sunday), and to close their places of business on that day.

“*Respectfully,
M.H. Newmark, Pres.
C.D. Willard, Sec’y.
The Executive Committee’”

Nearly 50 manufacturing plants represented by the Founders’ Association likewise or-
dered their workers to stay on the job on September 3, as did the Southern Pacific and
Santa F¢ railroads.?? For reasons unknown--did Willard and Newmark get cold feet after
Otis’s plot was exposed?--the act of sabotage failed. Nearly 11,000 workers and eleven
brass bands marched through downtown Los Angeles on Labor Day, flanked by noisy
crowds on the sidewalks and rows of grim faces at the corporate office windows.?® With
much fanfare the Labor Temple’s comerstone was troweled into place. A huge Chﬁtes
Park picnic followed, enjoyed by union and non-union workers alike. The day was, in
every sense, the success that Willard had tried to forestall. The Union Labor News, a la-
bor weekly, summed it up thusly: “Contractors became thoughtful as the long column of
twenty-five hundred carpenters passed their office windows. Capitalist politicians won-
dered if a great working class political machine had not suddenly slipped from their fin-

gers and was wending its way, self-governed, to the polls.” 9!
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2.

Progressives Impose, Workers Resist
Moral Cleansing and Time-Discipline*

Reformers applauded the election of four westside Non-Partisans to the L.A. city
council on December 4, 1906. Unhappily for them the new council could not start work
until January, and the old one was not about to reform itself in ways sought by the likes
of Charles Dwight Willard. “At no time in the history of Los Angeles,” he lamented in
the Pacific Outlook, “has there been evidence of such overwhelming ‘incompatibility of
temperament’ between the respectable and self-respecting citiz ens of Los Angeles and
the men chosen to represent them in the municipal legislature as at this time.”1

Willard’s editorial damned the lame-duck council not just for tolerating but for pro-
moting vice. It noted with approval (basically Willard applauding Willard) that the Mu-
nicipal League had urged local pastors to rally their congregations against the city’s
“wicked” and “notorious” condition. The council, it implied, had winked at street gam-
blers and the moral abasement of the city’s youth. Despite dogged efforts by progres-
sives, the Anti-Saloon League, the Civic Righteousness League, and the Women’s Chris-
tian Temperance Union to ban or severely reduce the number of saloéns, the outgoing
council had encouraged even more saloons and blind pigs to open. Worse, it had com-
pounded vice with vice by permitting the sale of alcohol at the vile Ascot racetrack. The
last straw was its Dec. 17, 1906 vote to let relatively unregulated liquor wholesalers sell
as little as a chilled pint at a time. This made them virtual saloons, beyond the reach of a
law limiting the number of such establishments in Los Angeles to 200. 2

The Municipal League filed suit to block three of these liquor laws, and the Qutlook
issued a series of demands that amounted to a reform blueprint for the incoming progres-

sive council and chief of police. New saloons, said the journal, must not be allowed to
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open for business unless four-fifths of the property owners in their districts agreed. The.
monthly saloon license fee, already burdensome, must be raised. Clocks, sﬁ'ots, card ma-
chine or other contrivances “into which money is hazarded upen chance” must be barred
from the city. Youths under 17 must be denied entry to gambiing houses, pocl halls, bil-
liard parlors, and other dens of iniquity.3

When the new council took office in January, 1907 it had already settled on one of the.
four non-partisan members as its presideht‘. Niles Pease and his reform colleagues quickly
demonstrated their zeal for the moral uplift of Lostngeles. Most union workers sensed
that the coming reforms posed a threat to their way of life. “The present council promises
to line up more genuine kid-gloved haters of the ‘common laborer’ than any gathering of
legislators seen in City Hall for many years,” warned the Union Labor News.* With
timely assists from one or more of the five “old guard” councilmen,® the non-partisans
wrote the civic cleansing program of the Municipal League, other progressive groups,
and the Protestant blue law lobby into the city’s ordinances--and in some cases did far
more than was asked of them.

“The period between 1907 and 1909 was marked by a huge upsurge in religious
enthusiasm,” says labor historian Daniel Johnson. The awakening featured “not only
evangelical street campaigns but also serious efforts to limit public ‘access to liquor, gam-
bling, dance halls, burlesque theater, and other forms of amusement which were
considered immoral. These efforts had a distinct class bias, since they often targeted
specifically working-class manifestations of these activities.”® The lpcal temperance
movement, strongest of its kind on the West Coast, dogged the public drinking habits of
blue-collar families with far more zeal than it ever condemned the shuttered tipsiness of
the well-to-do. Side by side with its new evangelicism, Los Angeles enjoyed or endured
--and the Harper regime encouraged--a period of vice run ramipant. ‘Victorianisin,

Comstockery, puritanism or whatever the reform ethos might be called, had not yet
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puritanism or whatever the reform ethos might be called, had not yet triumphed over the
frontier spirit,” observes Gerald Woods in The Police in Los Angeles.” Both the rising
calls for temperance and the deepening corruption inspired progressives to cleanse their
city.

Los Angeles was not unique in the fervor of its moral crusades, but their targets dif-
fered from those in most eastern and midwestern cities. In his examination of progres-
sive-era Boston, Chicago, and New York City, Philip J. Ethington found a prevalence of
“social control policies” that included Sunday closing laws, restrictions on the sale of al-

cohol, and other chastisements:

“Chicago’s Anton Cermak, for instance, built his career through the formation of the city-wide
United Societies for Local Self Government (opposed to liquor reguiation). However, most success-
ful progressive reformers learned by the turn of the century to avoid advocacy of social control
measures. The cue in this regard was taken from Jane Addams and the settlement ideology of rela-
tivistic ‘social ethics,” which recognized the intrinsic value of immigrant cultures. By the height of
the Progressive era, circa 1909-1913, then, progressive reformers seeking office or to implement the
new politics of needs were generally unwilling to alienate immigrant voters by advocating social
control policies....Nevertheless, organizational politicians continued to wave this bloody shirt of so-
cial control for many decades, ringing the ethnic or class alarm as a method of mobilization.” 8
The cities Ethington studied had large foreign-immigrant populations in a symbiotic
relationship with patronage machines; Los Angeles did not. In Los Angeles the main tar-
get of moral reforms was the white native-born working class which, so the progressives
felt, had to be inured to the demands of modern industry. The city’s unions tenaciously
fought these impositions, protesting them at city council meetings and launching often-
successful referendum campaigns to rescind them. As one of the labor movement’s most
nettlesome grievances against progressive rule, moral reform greatly complicated its
campaign for municipal ownership of the city’s gas, telephone, and electric utilities. It
would not be easy to vote these resources into the hands of politicians who could not be

trusted.

Booze

Since liquor wholesalers had effectively become saloons, the new council targeted
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them as such. The four westside nonpartisans led a successful move in May, 1907 to con-
fine them to a small eastside saloon zone whose liquor trade was licensed and closely
monitored by the Police Commission. Councilmen Lyons and Yonkin, representing
workingclass voters, argued that temperance forces from the silk-stocking wards had no
business meddling in an eastside liquor dispute. Their protest, says Johnson, “proved
fruitless.”® In October, 1909, Mayor Alexander signed a law making it a crime for
women to serve wine or liquor, but complications involving the sale of alcohol with res-
taurant meals soon led to its repeal .10

Alexander’s re-election and the progressives’ capture of the city council that Decem-
ber stoked the moral reform fires. In the spring and summer of 1910, during the most ag-
gressive series of strikes launched by workers in L.A.’s history, the council drafted an
omnibus liquor bill that raised the retail liquor license fee 50 percent, prevented saloons
from opening on a block if neighbors owning 51 percent of its frontage protested, and
imposed a $100 monthly fee on the social clubs that had long served alcohol to their
members. The draft ordinance was read on the evening of March 4 to a council chamber
packed with over 500 saloonkeepers, club members, lawyers, and other interested Ange-
lenos. Among them were several dozen Central Labor Council delegates who had left
their weekly meeting en masse after learning that small social clubs might be taxed out of
existence. This eventuality would cost dozens, perhaps hundreds of hospitality workers
their jobs. Moreover a number of the clubs were owned and operated by unions; they fea-
tured amenities ranging from meals and drinks to reading rooms, billiard tables, and
meeting halls. During labor crises, such as the 1910 strike wave, some of them also
served as strategic headquarters and command posts. Union clubs were valued assets. For
all these reasons, Central Labor Council president W.A. Engle, Associated Cooks dele-

gate Lucien Earle, and labor lawyer Fred J. Spring spoke out against the punitive $106
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license fee at the council’s March 4 meeting.!! The immediate cutcome of this dispute is
not clear, but by the fall of 1911 the city was using police permits and fees to slow the
flow of booze in social clubs.12

Although the omnibus bill embraced most of the anti-salcon lobby’s demands, it also
exposed a rift between religious prohibitionists and progressives. One of ‘the- latter was
Councilman William J. Washburn, a successful banker, early non-partisan, former presi-
dent of the Chamber of Commerce, acting president of the Municipal League, and a bene-
ficiary of the progressive sweep of all nine council seats in the 1909 city election.13
Washburn’s interests in moral reforms had only a nodding connection to morals. He was
much more impressed with their impact on the efficiency of government and, as we shall
see later, the disciplining of workers. Other progressives shared these views. Some of
them, notes johnson, had “hastened to distance themselves from the Church Federation’s
ardent moralism” during the 1909 campaign.14

Taken aback by the large crowd that turned out to oppose the omnibus bill on March 4,
Washburn defended it as a revenue measure. The increase in the monthly liquor tax from
$100 to $150 and the licensing of private clubs, he said, would vastly increase the city’s
revenues at a moment when Los Angeles finally had an honest, effective government.
Many in the chamber were appalled by this argument. On the matter of licensing the sa-
loon business, one spokesman for the Crusaders’ League declared, “the city has no right
to say that the liquor business is wrong and then participate in that wrong by receiving a
part of the revenue it derives.” Liquor license fees rose from about $240,000 in 1910 te
$436,411 in fiscal 1911 after the omnibus bill became law. Only bond sales, street open-
ings and widenings, property taxes, and Water Department income brought the city more
money.15 Nevertheless progressive-era Angelenos voted down tougher saloon laws

whenever they had the chance. The culture and politics of class inspired them far more
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than any urge to fill the coffers of the Alexander regime.

Two years later the city council again targeted saloons in a way that made wor-
kingclass imbibers bear the brunt of the attack. Its weapon was an amendment to the lig-
uor ordinance forbidding saloons and hotel bars from cashing checks and serving free
lunches to patrons. Unions were well aware of the hardships the revised ordinance would
cause. Many workers paid by checks on Fridays and Saturdays after the banks had closed
customarily cashed them at saloons on their way home. Denied that opportunity, they
would be forced to buy unwanted articles at merchandise stores to convert their pay-
checks to cash.16 “It simply means that...earnings are reduced,” protested labor’s weekly
newspaper, the Citizen. Workers, more often than members of other classes, also habitu-
ally took light meals with their drinks at saloons.

When the Central Labor Council was apprised of the threat to these customs it sent
W.A. Engle to testify against the amendment. At the city council hearing he was chal-
lenged by Catherine P. Wheat and Hester Griffith of the Women’s Christian Temperance
Union (WCTU). “I know many men who wouldn’t go to the saloon if it wasn’t for the
free lunch,” announced Griffith --as if that settled the issue. The two prohibitionists rec-
ommended municipal coffee houses and milk depots, neither of which existed at the time,
as suitable replacements for meals served in bars.17 Impressed by these arguments, the
progressive council brushed aside Engle’s protest and declared, as a bonus, that the re-
vised liquor law would rid saloons of “undesirable” characters. It adopted the amendment
by a vote of eight to one on July 23, 1912, |

The following December, in what amounted to a labor- and saloon-led rebellion
against the council’s action, Angelenos overwhelmingly voted for a referendum reinstat-
ing free saloon lunches. Police continued to enforce the check-cashing ban, however.18

It would distort the history of moral reform to mass all workers on one side of the tem-
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perance line and ail progressives on the other. Strictures against demon rum passed from
old to young in many workingclass families, especially Protestant ones. Some union ac-
tivists and socialists saw promiscuous drinking as a threat to their movements even
though they often recruited new members in saloons. Shortly after Labor Day, 1905, at
the urging of its chief organizer Thomas D. Fennessy, Typographical No. 174 agreed to
shun any labor picnic where intoxXicating beverages were sold.!® Voluntary .tcmperance
was a sometimes virtue in the L.A. labor movement. State-enforced prohibition clearly

was not.

Gambling

Nothing spurred L.A.’s moral reformers to greater bouts of indignation than the popu-
lar, creative, and highly visible forms of wagering that drew crowds to the city’s side-
walks and the gambling parlors that lined them. Dice-shaking, laying bets on fan-tan ta-
bles, saddle races, and baseball games, hazarding monte, lansquenet, rondo, and hokey-
pokey, defying the odds in faro, slot, and clock machines, playing the street lotteries--all
were workingclass pastimes that gravely offended churchmen and progressives alike. Be-
" fore 1906, however, unreformed city councils saw no evil in these pursuits and did little
to satisfy the Church Federation besides outlawing roulette and fan-tan tables and betting
pools.20 These prohibitions were honored largely in the breach.

Not until the non-partisans launched their bid for power in the 1906 city and county
elections did hostility to gambling win a key place in any local party platform. Alarmed
by the intensity of betting at Ascot, the L.A. County non-partisan organization con-
demned racetrack gambling and pledged its nominees “to labor unceasingly to the end
that this great evil may be abolished.”?! Three months later the Municipai League de-
manded the criminalization of machine wagering,22 and in 1909, with an historic election

on the horizon, the League and the Church Federation’s launched a campaign to drive
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dice-shaking and all other forms of gambling from the city.23 Their initiative petition
qualified for the Dec. 7, 1909 ballot. In the same election that gave progressives full con-

trol of the city council, Angelenos rebuffed their anti-gambling measure by 16,706 votes

to 12,531.24

Were moral reformers chastened by this unexpected result? Some were, but it spurred
others to more zealous efforts. Progressives who had softened their rhetoric against de-
mon drink hurled jeremiads at games of chance. The city’s new prosecuting attorney,
Guy Eddie, was an intrepid practitioner of the art. On July 12, 1910 he urged the city
council to override the decision voters had made seven months earlier by calling for a

second election on dice-shaking. He reasoned thusly:

“The result of this gambling show along the streets is unquestionably injurious to the fair name of
Los Angeles, and entirely inconsistent with the reputation for progressiveness which she is spreading
throughout the world. [I]t is...a blot upon her good name. How far down into the depths of character
the gambling license that is allowed in the open along the streets sinks its demoralizing influence on
the youth of our city is, of course, unascertainable, but...the effect of it must be alarming...” 26

During his remarks Eddie used a device widely heard in progressive discourse. He
claimed to speak for the people, in this case their “universal hostility toward gambling.”
Moments later, however, he undermined his stance by admitting that the council was
“hindered in applying a remedy to the ailment under discussion by an adverse public
vote”—namely the popular affirmation of gambling on Dec. 7, 1909. Eddie gamely tried to
straddle both sides of this cognitive split. The council did not. On advice from the city
attorney, it declined to call a new election on the issue of dice-shaking.26

In October, 1912, Eddie was arrested for contributing to the delinquency of a young
girl. The downfall of this public figure who “had sponsored legislation to suppress vice,
gambling, and indecency on the stage and in the theater, and insisted upon a strict en-
forcement of these laws,” stunned moral reformers but did not noticeably cool their ardor.

Though a jury acquitted Eddie, he neither sought nor was offered reinstatement as prose-

cuting attorney.27

62



Public Dancing

Until progressivism took center stage, few Angelenos bestirred themselves against
public dancing. Reform groups began to view it as a menace when its popularity soared
among young people after the turn of the century, and in 1908 they launched an attack
against its commercial venues. That June the Municipal League *heartily approved” a
Sunday Rest League (SRL) draft law seeking to close dance halls on the sabbath, exclude
youths under 18 from them unless accompanied by a parent or guardian, and subject them
to continuing official scrutiny. When the city council accepted the SRL draft as its work-
ing document, the battle-lines wefe drawn between the blue-law lobby and Angelenos
who viewed dancing as an innocent pleasure. Over the next several months leaders of the
Church Federation, Civic Righteousness League, Mothers’ Club, and individual churches
paraded before the council in support of the SRL bill while strong arguments against it
were delivered by dancehall operators, the German American Liberal Alliance, Glass
Workers Union No. 17, Carpenters Union No. 158, Waiters Union No. 17, and the Cen-
tral Labor Council. 28

The city council tentatively approved the ordinance in August, 1908. After L.A.’s pro-
gressives captured the city’s top office it was redrafted and strengthened, and Mayor Al-
exander signed it on October 16, 1909. In its final form the new law expanded the Sunday
and teenage restrictions imposed by the earlier, aborted law. Police permits were now re-
quired before a dance could be scheduled; only people with written invitations could at-
tend; no alcohol could be served; no movies “of an immoral nature” could be shown.29

Blue-law vigilantes hounded other evildoers after this victory and did not target danc-
ing again for two years. In December, 1912, however, they took a step that proved to be
their undoing. Over the objections of the Central Labor Council’s W.A. Engle and the

machinist union’s Curly Grow, they persuaded the reforin council to require Police



Commission permits for private benefit dances and to appoint three protestant ministers--
the Reverends Orville J. Nave, G.A. Henry, and G.L. Howe--to surveil all dancehall ac-
tivity. Nave, president of the Juvenile Protective Association, explained the new develop-

ments:

“That the public dance hall is a problem of the most serious kind, all thoughtful people know. Sta-
tistics show that more girls are led astray by designing men and wicked mistresses of assignation
houses, and more boys and young men are corrupted and led away from the paths of virtue through
public dance halls, than any other agency of the social evil.30
Unions immediately circulated a petition against the new dancing restrictions. In its

resolution demanding a popular vote on the issue, the Central Labor Council (CLC)
scorned the attempt to place labor, political, religious, and literary societies under a police
watch. During strikes, it said, the Police Commission would almost certainly deny unions
the right to earn money through benefit dances--a fundraising technique often used by the
labor movement. Religious conservatives among the CLC delegates opposed the resolu-
tion, but it passed handily. Engle, a respected leader of Musicians Local 47 and a veteran
of labor’s cultural wars, handed the petition to the city clerk with more than enough valid
signatures to force an initiative election.

Even so the reform city council balked at placing the measure on the ballot. John To-
pham, a progressive who conceded that unions might be tolerable if they didn’t strike,
“violently opposed” a popular vote and consented to it only when the city attorney
warned him the council would be “mandamused” if he didn’t.3! On March 24, 1913, vot-
ers ended police scrutiny of private dances by a lopsided margin of 26,734 ballots to
9,548.32
Billiards, Boxing, Movies, and Other Popular Amusements

Through its licensing authority, the city had skimmed income off large and small pub-

lic amusements ever since the 1880s, exempting those of a religious or charitable na-

ture.33 At first its main purpose was revenue. The emphasis shifted somewhat after 1900
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to the control of popular pastimes, and the number of licensed establishments grew expo-
nentially. These included movies, phonograph parlors, baseball and football fields, thea-
ters, circuses, concert halls, shooting galleries, handball courts, Wild West shows, ostrich
exhibitions, mediums, muscle-testing games, trained animal shows, pool and billiard
rooms, skating rinks, bowling alleys, and park concessions. License fees ranged from $60
to several hundred dollars a year and were contingent on the entrepreneur’s willingness to
accept limits on his or her location, hours of operation, and clientele.34 Fortune-tellers
and palmists divined the future on a short leash, their permits being issued for no more
than a year at a time. Teenagers could not set foot in nﬁany of these places. Even the con-
cessions zone of Chutes Park was off-limits fo them unless they entered with an adult, for
its billiard tables and shooting galleries were increasingly viewed by church and child
protection leaders as corrupters of the young,.

Early attempts to end prize fights were led by the Church Federation, Ministerial Alli-
ance, and Los Angeles Christian Endeavor Union. These contests, sponsored by fraternal
societies, unions, athletic clubs, and theaters, had attracted so many fans in workingclass
Los Angeles that the 1906 city council balked at banning them. Local and national fight-
ers with ring names like Mince Pie Kid inspired dedicated followers. “It is no exaggera-
tion to say that Los Angeles is the Mecca of boxers today,” boasted the Citizen in March,
1907. “Los Angeles is the town in this state that offers every advantage to boxers and, at
the same time, has a sport-loving population that will patronize the excellent events pre-
pared for them.”35 During a rollicking three-hour debate on Nov. 11, 1907, one news-
paper reported, “roughnecks from east of Main Street and white cravats from the Fourth
and Fifth wards clashed on the floor of the Council.” The Civic Righteousness League
threatened to launch an anti-boxing initiative if the council did not act. The result of the

evening’s furor was a mild ordinance limiting matches to ten rounds and banning deci-

65



sions, 36

Under the reform regime of 1909-11, the campaign against prizefights intensified. It
was no longer waged by churchmen alone. Progressives, emboldened by their electoral
successes, attacked boxing from their westside clubs, journals, and city hall. In an edito-
rial, “End of Prize-Fighting,” Willard’s Pacific Outlook scorned efforts to distinguish be-
tween hard gloves and soft gloves, five rounds and “last man left standing”, friendly
bouts at the YMCA and killer contests in a carnival setting. “[A] lot of ruffians and gam-
blers, ably assisted by the newspapers, have commercialized and ruined” the ancient
game, it declared. “The disagreeable fact is that as a rule nothing but drastic legislation is
any earthly good in such cases.”37

Mayor Alexander had reached the same conclusion. In July, 1910 he called on the city
council to prohibit all public prize fights and allow private clubs to hold amateur contests
only for their own members and only if they charged an admission fee. With minor modi-
fications, this policy became law through a unanimous vote of the progressive council on
October 18, 1910.38

Boxing did not disappear from Los Angeles--it merely beat a strategic retreat to a
growing number of private membership venues, including those owned by the city’s un-
ions. One of the latter, the Amateur Athletic Club, began sponsoring “good, clean scien-
tific” matches at the Labor Temple in 1915.39 A few months earlier, when the L.A. labor
movement helped defeat a statewide ban on boxing, the Citizen summed up how many
workingclass males felt about the sport. Its testosterone-laced paean to amateur fisticuffs

was dead-on serious, though it sounds over the top to modern ears:

“[T]he manly art of boxing...has been recognized and upheld for many years by all those interested
in bringing to a state of physical perfection the boys and men of the country. It is conceded that there
is no exercise more calculated to bring out the very best that is in a man or boy...It makes men
strong, quick, cool, cautious and ambitious. It warns and guards against intemperance, overindul-
gence, and vice.” 40

Not surprisingly, the earliest movie censorship in Los Angeles involved boxing. When
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the Civic Association and Ebell Club asked the council to bar local screenings of the
1910 Jeffries-Johnson heavyweight bout, they were told the police had already targeted
fight films under a law prohibiting “obscene pictures”.4! That was fast work: L.A.’s first
one-reel movie, The Count of Monte Cristo, had been shot only three years before. Mov-
iemakers had quickly flocked west to avail themseives of year-long sunshine, filming
their three-wali interiors under open ceilings.42 The first productions, running 19 to 15
minutes at most, enthralled nickelodeon customers, but by 1914 Los Angeles had 102
full-sized theaters charging S¢ to 20¢ a movie and contributing $10,000 a year in license
fees to the municipal coffers.43

Moral reformers were hard pressed to pass judgment on every film that showed up in
the city--but they tried. Spearheading this effort, the Civic Association set out in 1911 to
screen “all films before they are shown, eliminating all pictures of immoral nature.”
Delegates from the police and schools joined its censorship sorties.44 The city took over
these volunteer functions two years later and incorporated them in a Board of Censors
that reported violations of the motion picture code to the prosecuting attorney and sup-
plied lists of “good” movies to schools, parent-teacher groups, and churches. The Board
reviewed 1,227 films in just seven months from late 1913 to mid-1914. How many were
declared unfit for public consumption is not known. 45

Keenly aware that a powerful new medium of class propaganda had arisen which
could make depictions and distortions of reality seem equally real on the screen, the Cen-
tral Labor Council and its affiliates eyed the parade of films through Los Angeles almost
as attentively as the Board of Censors. Formal censorship they did not trust, but neither
did they want movies to present workers as buffoons, goons, drunks, and bomb-throwers.
In November, 1915, Moving Picture Operators No. 150 organized a mass meeting to dis-

cuss the censoring of a film called Damaged Goods. A few weeks later the Central Labor
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Council condemned movies “depicting working people in a false light” or featuring
“scenes of drunkenness.”#¢ A century ago filmmakers rarely attributed drunkenness to
any class but the one that worked for wages.

The municipal government began censoring movies in the same year that an extraordi-
nary labor film captivated audiences at the Mozart Theater. Weaving a fictional plot
through documentary footage of L.A. strikes and Labor Day parades, Dusk to Dawn told
two related stories--one of a romance between and iron melder and a laundress, the other
of workers thwarting company thugs and city councilmen after a factory explosion killed
their comrades. The premise of Dusk to Dawn was that by banding together working men
and women could not only stand up to oppression on the job but overthrow an oppressive
social system. Its producer and director, Frank E. Wolfe, was a Los Angeles socialist and
one-time union organizer who resolved to make a popular film out of very political mate-
rial. He succeeded. “Screenings of From Dusk to Dawn...were punctuated with frequent
shouting and spontaneous singing,” writes historian Steven J. Ross. “Theater lights went
on and audiences, their hands red from clapping and throats sore from cheering, slowly
made their way home....[T]he first film to carry the clearcut message of class conscious-

ness had reached its happy conclusion.” Ross describes its political technique:
“Wolfe’s visual images of unionists and socialists stood in sharp contrast to antilabor films. Strik-
ers and socialists were depicted as well-dressed, law-abiding individuals who freely chose to join in
nonviolent protests. Powerful scenes of hired thugs and police beating up peaceful picketers with
clubs and guns reversed capitalist depictions of the forces of law and order, while documentary foot-
age of poverty-stricken slums and miserable working conditions offered viewers visual insights into
the causes of wage protests and strikes.”47
Did From Dawn to Dusk have anything to do with the municipalization of censorship
in Los Angeles? No evidence exists for a direct connection, but Wolfe was known to
have spent the preceding two years shooting his story at very visible labor-management
confrontations throughout the city, and as Ross points out other movies taking labor’s

side of the class struggle had begun to challenge a spate of pro-capitalist films.48 The first

68



such feature, 4 Martyr to His Cause (1911), defended the McNamara brothers against
charges that they had blown up the L.4. Times building. Urging audiences to “use your
nickel as your weapon,” unions and socialists joined forces in a cinematic movement
whose aim was to radicalize millions of Americans.4? Given the elitism and open-shop
leanings of the city’s moral reformers, the resulting movies must have raised their hack-
les. One can assume that if attempts to prevent the screening of these pictures failed, they
were almost certainly excluded from the official “good movie” lists circulated by the
Board of Censors. In 1908 L.A.’s first city council with reform credentials had voted to
ban plays and dramas fomenting “class hatred,” and the ideological passions behind that
censorship had only grown stronger once progressives claimed all nine council seats.50
Time-Discipline

In the summer of 1906 the pre-reform city council defied the gathering storm of blue-
law agitation, temporarily lifted an old ban on Sunday performances, and allowed the
shameless folk of Los Angeles to watch a circus. The L.4. Express at once positioned it-
self as the voicebox of reform--a semi-official role it would passionately fill for the next
seven years. It called the council’s circus vote “undignified, cheap, and nasty” and issued
a rallying cry: “This is another evidence that Los Angeles needs in her council chamber
men of a bigger and broader stamp; men who, at least, are able to resist the blandishments
and free tickets of a circus agent.”®! Chastened, perhaps, the same council refused to
fund Sunday band concerts in the city’s parks.52

What did the progressives hope to achieve with their fervent crusades--a West Coast
“City on the Hill”? Did these reformers of a notably narrow stamp imagine they could
banish sin from Los Angeles? Or were the men among them merely riding the crest of a
puritanical wave to power?53

We should credit the moral reformers at least to some degree with doing what they
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said they were about--cleansing a city. There were true believers among them, certainly
in the clergy and even among professional reformers like Eddie, John R. Haynes, and
Ray Nimmo. To think otherwise would be to rate their stated ideclogy false and manipu-
lative when in fact it reflected a hearty midwestern evangelical tradition. But the progres-
sives were also the sons and daughters of two politically merged classes--entrepreneurial
capitalists and intellectuals. Through moral reforms, often blindly, sometimes with cold
calculation, they pursued their class interests. Their defense of Sober Sunday was without
doubt an attack on the alleged time-profligacy of an incorrigible, necessary, and danger-
ous mass of working people. By limiting what workers could do on their one full day off,
more generally by policing the hours they spent drinking, wagering, dancing, watching a
movie or “low” theater, shooting pool, rooting for a favored boxer, applauding a circus,
or attending a concert in Chutes Park, moral reformers were seeing to it that L.A.’s work-
ers saved their energies and wits for six long days a week on the job.

The great chronicler of English time-disciplining reforms, E.P. Thompson, doc-
umented their impact on workingclass life during the long transition from 16th-century
tillage, through the enclosure movement of the late 18th century, to thé triumph of indus-
trial capitalism in the late-19th. His two seminal works on the subject, The Making of the
English Working Class (1963) and “Time, Work-Discipline, and Industrial Capitalism” in
Past & Present (1967) have an almost eerie relevance to progressive-era Los Angeles.
“Throughout the 18th century,” he writes in the earlier work, “there is a never-ending
chorus of complaint from all the Churches and most employers as to the idleness, profli-
gacy, improvidence and thriftlessness of labour. Now it is the taverns, now it is ‘that
slothful spending the Morning in Bed’...and now it is the custom of ‘Saint Monday’
which is condemned in tract or sermon.” And quoting Max Webef: “The labourer must

be turned ‘into his own slave driver’.”54 In “Time, Work-Discipline, and Industrial Capi-
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talism,” Thompson writes: “Saint Monday, ibdeed, appears to have been honoured almost
universally wherever small-scale, domestic, and outwork industries existed; was gener-
ally found in the pits; and sometimes continued in manufacturing and heavy industry. It
was perpetuated, in England, into the nineteenth--and, indeed, into the twentieth--
centuries for complex economic and social reasons.” The Methodist-led assault on the lax
time-sense of workers at the start of the industrial revolution stemmed not so much from
new synchronized manufacturing techniques as from “a greater sense of time-thrift
among the improving capitalist employers™ that accompanied these techniques and in
some cases preceded them. “It is too easy,” says Thompson, “to see this only as a matter
of factory or workshop discipline,” for it involved “the attempt to impose ‘time-thrift’ in
the domestic manufacturing districts, and its impingement upon social and domestic
life....In all these ways--by the division of labour; the supervision of labour; fines; bells
and clocks; money incentives; preachings and schoolings; the suppression of fairs and
sports--new labour habits were formed, and a new time-discipline was imposed.”55

The Los Angeles of 1890-1910 was not yet an industrial city, but its future as a manu-
facturing hub was both imminent and predictable. Employees in small machine-shops,
foundries, construction sites, hotels, restaurants, and department stores toiled 45 to 55
hours a week, had only a day and a half off, and were expected to show up fit and alert on
Monday morning. Taylorism was already rationalizing speedups at a few job sites. On the
other hand, most Los Angeles workers had little or no industrial experience. Many of
them had come from the rural Midwest and were task- rather than time-oriented. In both
their work and leisure habits they displayed a far more casual attitude toward the rigors of
the clock than the city’s moral reformers could abide.

Benjamin Franklin, who pursued a life-long interest in clocks, gave the “zealous hus-

bandry of time...its most unambiguous secular expression.” In Poor Richard’s Almanac
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he wrote:

“Since our Time is reduced to a Standard, and the Bullion of the Day minted out into Hours, the
Industrious know how to employ every Piece of Time to a real Advantage in their different Profes-
sions; And he that is prodigal of his Hours, is, in effect, a Squanderer of Money.’ | remember a nota-
ble Woman, who was fully sensible of the intrinsic Vaiue of Time. Her husband was a Shoemaker,
and an excelilent Craftsman, but never minded how the Minutes passed. In vain did she inculcate to
him, That Time is Money.... When at the Alehouse among his idle Companions, if one remark’d that
the Clock struck Eleven, What is that, says he, among us all?”

“It is, in some sense, appropriate,” Thompson concludes, “that the ideologist who pro-
vided Weber with his central text in iltustration of the capitalist ethic¢ should come, not
from that Old World, but from the New--the world which was to invent the time-recorder,
was to pioneer time-and-motion study, and was to reach its apogee with Henry Ford.”7?

Thus we have, in the 1890s, persistent and ultimately successful demands by a morally
outraged and politically clever fraction of Angelenos to close saloons on Sundays, as well
as failed attempts twenty years later to clamp the same sabbatarian lock on the doors of

clothiers and other merchants.’® We have the Sunday bans on circuses, public dancing,
and other entertainments, and the Sunday Rest League’s many dogged campaigns to save
Los Angeles for the holy day. We have the decade-long tirade against street gambling,
whose wastage of workingclass time was horrifyingly evident to ministers and progres-
sives alike. We have their patronizing solicitousness for toilers, as in Eddie’s bid to “pro-
tect the laboring man from corner saloons” that ambushed him “going home with his
wages.”5? In like spirit, though the tone is different, we have the vagrancy laws that set
the police after men whose sole offense was loitering. Consider this report from Los An-
geles to San Francisco’s Labor Clarion during the 1910-11 outbreak of strikes in the sou-

thern city:

“T.K. Matthews, a machinist, who was out of work, was arrested by a detective by the name of
O’Brien, was hailed before a police judge by the name of Chambers on the heinous charge of va-
grancy. Matthews admitted he was out of work for some time, not through any fault of his, ke having
been at work at Riverside until two months ago. He came back to Los Angeles to try and obtain
work at his trade. The judge had the case investigated and found Matthews’ statement to be correct.
Nevertheless the judge sentenced him to a term of six months in a non-union shop.” 60

Judge Chambers may have had more than one reason for ruling as he did. He may have
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thought idle men loosened the grip of the work ethic, or became easy prey to lives of
crime, or simply created a bad impression when they lounged about and slept on park
benches. But the result of all such motives would have been the same: to deprive work-
ingclass men of the free use of their time. Chambers also denied Matthews the free use of
his labor-power, sentencing him to a form of employment that resembled indentured ser-
vitude.

While it is seldom useful to parse moral reformers’ words and deeds for their disguised
intent, we can say unequivocally that they often knew exactly what they were doing with
time-discipline. The clergy was far from clueless about its class role in this regard, and
the progressives who ran the city council and Municipal League were as clear about it as
clear can be. Their attitude toward aqueduct workers tells the story.

Eight weeks after the June 12, 1907 election in which voters authorized a $23 million
bond issue to build the aqueduct from the Owens Valley to Los Angeles, the city council
grew alarmed over the fact that it could not stop saloons from springing up along the
route of the 240-mile waterway. The council’s jurisdiction ended south of the aqueduct’s
most likely terminus at a c'anal system in the San Fernando Valley. Prodded by its reform
members, the council asked the supervisory boards of Inyo, Kern, and Los Angeles
Counties to bar the sale of liquor at any unincorporated place within four miles of a camp
of fifty or more men toiling on any public project. Its goal, it said, was to protect the ag-
ueduct’s mechanics, miners, and bindle-stiffs from “disorder and lawlessness.”®! The
council also worried that tipsy workers might jeopardize the marketing of aqueduct bonds
by delaying construction of the big ditch.

Many communities along the aqueduct had recently voted “wet,” however, and for this
reason the L.A. County Board of 'Supervisors denied the city’s petition. Its unwillingness
to act infuriated both the progressive and religious zealots of moral reform. Arguing that

proximity to liquor inevitably corrupted workers on large public projects, the Church
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Federation Council denounced the supervisors on both moral and economic, grounds.52 A
letter to the board from Charles Willard and W.J. Washburn of the Municipal League was

even more bitingly graphic:

“If our own Supervisors, who represent the city’s interest as well as that of the county, do not
comply with the City Council’s request, we have no assurance that the other counties will exclude
saloons. We shall therefore have, all along the line of work, a chain of liquor establishments so far
removed from the headquarters of county authority that any form of effective control will be imprac-
ticable; with the result that bad liquor will be sold in unlimited quantities, fights and brawls will in-
cessantly occur, and men will be laid off in great numbers for drunkenness.... As more than half of
the $25,000,000 to be expended on the Aqueduct will go into pay of labor on the ground, the direct
loss of efficiency through irregularity of service, discharge on account of drunkenness, and general
disturbance brought about by the presence of these ungoverned saloons, may easily run to enormous
sums of money.”63

What makes this salvo so eyecatching is its wholly instrumental service to time-
discipline. For once the progressive voice has dropped its moral outrage. Its range has
shrunk to a low regard for workers and an exclusive valuation of time-as-money--the
principles that guided labor relations on the aqueduct throughout the progressive era. In
1909 Gen. Adna Chaffee, who sat on the Aqueduct Advisory Board with chief engineer
William Mulholland, said their first duty was to protect the city’s economy, not the men
working on the project. When the two interests clashed, it was the men who would have
to suffer.64 There was, however, a signal difference between Chaffee’s comment and the
Municipal League’s letter. Chaffee, one of Harrison Gary Otis’s closest allies, simply as-
serted the right of any employer to do as he pleased in an open-shop city; Willard and
Washburn spoke of drunkenness and brawls--the vocabulary of moral reform drained of
its moral content.

Otis himself could not abide the paid and volunteer reformers who policed the leisure
time of the working class. The city’s “rank and file” want a thoroughly decent town, his
paper declared in 1909, but “they do not want one under laws similar to those of the blue
code of Connecticut hundreds of years ago. We have got away from that.”65 While Otis

tirelessly fought to deny workers bargaining leverage at their job sites, his successes on
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that front permitted him to tolerate, and in Somc cases support, the off-jbb aspects of
worker’s culture. Progressives’ antipathy for the working class was more consistent pre-
cisely because they understood that constraints on its access to taverns, dancehalls, race-
tracks, and parks would condition it all the better for work.
The Invention of Juvenile Deliquency

Many blue laws, as we have seen, targeted youths. They were part of a much broader
turn-of-the-century movement to control the behavior of teenagers and young children in
ways that would have horrified Huck Finn. At its cutting edge marched the Juvenile Pro-
tection League and a platoon of evangelicals. The fervor of their movement ignited a
1909 speech by Judge Cyrus F. McNutt, a Democrat who so detested the corruption in his

own party that he joined with Republican reformers to recall Mayor Harper:

“My friends...a city like Los Angeles has several aspects, and the largest is the moral aspect. We
have an able judge sitting in the courthouse in the Juvenile Court. What good when there is upon
every cormner and between every corner scoundrels waiting to inveigle these children...It’s all right to
guard your $23,000,000 [aqueduct bond issue] and the two or three millions of taxes, but let me tell
you it is just as obligatory to save the children of this town, to protect the children from the damna-
tion that has been carried on in this city.” 66

Progressive women clearly led the movement for youth reform in Los Angeles, but it
enjoyed far broader support from men of other classes than reforms aimed at adult be-
havior. Otis, Willard, and Washburn, for example, counseled the largely distaff Civic As-
sociation, which emerged from earlier women’s groups in 1890 and promptly joined the
California Federation of Women’s Clubs in agitating for supervised playgrounds, kinder-
gartens, laws to roust children off the streets, and a juvenile court to enforce them. In-
spired by Mrs. R.L. Craig, Mrs. D.G. Stephens, Caroline M. Severance, Mary Gibson,
and a few other Los Angeles women, the Federation allied itself with Jane Addams and
Florence Kelley, leaders of the Chicago social work movement, and supported Kelley’s
linked advocacy of child labor laws and compulsory school attendance.6” The Civic As-

sociation’s workplan envisioned close cooperation with the City Council, M&M, Cham-

75



ber df Commerce, Board of Trade, Health Office, Associated Charities, School Board,
and principals and teachers “to make this the most beautiful, intellectual, moral and sani-
tary city in the land.”%8 On the other hand the city’s labor movement, starting with the
Workingmen’s Party in 1878, had long called for the free compulsory education of boys
and girls aged five to sixteen. This demand, coupled with a dogged campaign against
child labor, was subsequently taken up by the American Federation of Labor, the So-
cialist Party, and local labor bodies in Los Angeles.®® Though the above reforms might
seem heterogeneous, they all expressed a desire to limit and regulate the free time of chil-
dren. Young people, most Angelenos believed, needed to be saved from their own base
instincts.

Childhood changed during the progressive era--and nowhere more than in Los Ange-
les. Before the 1890s it was submerged in a continuum between infancy and adulthood.
“Teenagers” had no special name and grew up under no special scrutiny. In the late
1890s, however, they caught the attention of reformers who began barring them from
penny arcades, phonograph parlors, pool rooms, gambling houses, dance halls, movies,
and cafés.”® Since packages were often sent to these places, girls of any age and boys un-
der 18 could not work as messengers.’! Nor could youths under 18 legally go out after
nine at night, thanks to a curfew imposed by the city council on Aug. 1, 1904.72 Ten
years later, when Methodists tried to extend this curfew throughout L.A. County, wiser
heads prevailed. County counsel A.J. Hill pointed out that many young people worked,
went out on errands, or searched for medical help at night and could not legitimately be
barred from the streets.”

Preoccupation with the comings and goings of young people had less to do with any
moral decay in public places than with a systemic inuring of the next generation of work-

ers to the rigors, minute divisions of labor, and timeclocks of the new industrial work-
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place. Progressives found it no easy task to sanitize the behavior of grownups who were
set in their habits and often belonged to organizations that knew how to agitate against
reforms. Children, even roughnecks, seemingly offered less resistance. Moreover their
parents and elders could see what was happening in the workplace. They knew young
Angelenos would have to earn their livelihoods by the clock, so with greater or lesser en-
thusiasm they accepted the proposals emanating from the Civic Association and the
women’s clubs. Taken together, these proposals defined a new concept of childhood.
“Roughneck,” “ragamuffin,” and “urchin” did not vanish from the language, but the ope-
rative words had become “juvenile” and its anti-matter equivalents, “truant” and “juve-
nile delinquent.”

The progressives and their allies in the evangelical and temperance movements made a
determined effort to shape the behavior of adoleécents through laws, schools, and volun-
tary organizations. “Mrs. Lucy Blanchard...has always been especially interested in chil-
dren,” a Los Angeles newspaper told its readers in 1906. Blanchard was president of the
local chapter of the Women’s Christian Temperance Union and vice-president of the Sou-
thern California Women’s‘ Parliament. “One of the most successful branches of her
WCTU work has been among children organized as the Loyal Temperance Union,” the
paper said. “She believes in formation of character rather than reformation, and has an
extensive experience with the training of young people.”74

Saving children from themselves and molding their characters for productive lives was
the mission of the clubwomen who fought to create a special teenage jurisprudence at the
turn of the 20th century. Before 1903 youthful offenders served risky time with adults. In
that year, through the leadership of Evelyn L. Stoddart and Mrs. J.T. Sartori, the county
opened California’s first Juvenile Court.”> “A bill before the Legislature nearly resulted
in defeat for the Juvenile Court in Los Angeles,” reports M. Burton Williamson in her

1911 history of the Civic Association, “but it was saved from disaster by the timely aid of
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Mr. W.J. Washburn, who went to Sacramento in behalf of it.”’6 William Washburn,
whom we have already met on these pages, was one of a subset of progressives who pur-
sued moral reform as a means of disciplining the working class and no doubt saw the Ju-
venile Court in that light.

In its early years the new juvenile legal system mirrored its grassroots origins. The
Civic Association supplied at least one of its probation officers, coaxed women’s clubs to
pay its salaries and expenses, and outfitted an old city jail as a detention home for mi-
nors.”7 Only after the Juvenile Court proved its worth did the state move in to fund and
professionalize it. Though the court was a county institution, it relied heavily on city po-
lice (some of them women deputized for the purpose) to provide it with a steady stream
of youthful defendants.’® Morals squads trolled the dancehalls, movie houses, and gam-

bling hideouts for petty lawbreakers, as this 1907 item attests:

“Police Gather in Boys Who Shoot Craps Sunday”

“Five crap shooters and five others who were watching the game, ali of them boys, were arrested
yesterday when patrolmen made a sudden descent upon a building formerly used as a skating rink at
Burlington Avenue and Washington Street....The lads will appear before Police Judge Rose’s Juve-
nile Court Saturday.” 79

More than anything else, the Juvenile Court and its enforcers acted as if their sworn
duty was to deprive adolescents of street-time, that is, time put to no uplifting use. The
fact that Lorin A. Handley--a Democratic “nonpartisan” in 1906, city clerk in 1912, and a
man far more sympathetic to workers and socialists than most of his colleagues--shared
this aversion to children lolling about public places suggests it had broad support. In No-
vember 1909, Handley praised the Alexander regime for worrying teenagers off the

streets and urged the mayor’s re-election on that ground alone:

“Judge Wilbur [Curtis Wilbur of the Juvenile Court] stated the other day...that in these about eight
months of the administration of Mayor Alexander there had been a noticeable decrease of the ur-
chins of the street that came up to the Juvenile Court. If there was not anything else in his admini-
stration to commend him, those young lives of the street ought to make the men of this city put a
mayor back there who is courageous enough and high-minded and high-principled enough to clean
up a city like this.” 80 '
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Banishing teenagers from the streets had the same fatal flaw as the draconian sweeps
of homeless men and women in American cities ninety years later--it relocated an alleged
problem but did not solve it. The failure of laws and courts to retrofit children for the new
industrial order became arguable by 1905 and glaring by the apogee of L.A. progressiv-
ism in 1910 and 1911. Reformers cast about for a different mode of discipline. They
found it in the truancy, or parental, school.

Compulsory education and the Juvenile Court had both descended on the youth of Los
Angeles in 1903. Their simultaneous arrival was no accident. The court took aim at de-
linquents in general and truants in particular, but while the public tolerated the shuffling
of delinquents from street to detention home it soon lost sympathy for incarcerations of
children whose only sin was skipping school. In 1905 the Board of Education decided the
remedy was worse than the problem. “It was found that boys were worse off after being
handled by the Juvenile Court, locked up in the detention home, and taken into court than
they were before,” the Municipal News reported. “An incipient truant might be lacking all
the elements of a criminal, and yet after being handled as one for some time would be-
come a young criminal. It was a school problem and had to be dealt with as such.” Ex-
perimental truants’ schools were then introduced. Built on the city’s outskirts “to avoid
the influence of older boys from the streets,” they housed about 15 scofflaws each and
taught them manual arts. “The teachers chosen for these schools are all men and athletes,
with a keen appreciation of boys’ good qualities,” said the Municipal News. “They gov-
ern by first winning the loyalty of the boys, and from then on the boys practically govern
themselves.” According to the city’s official newspaper 90 percent of the students in this
experiment made good when they returned to their regular classrooms. Truancy schools
became a fixture of workingclass education and time-discipline in progressive Los Ange-
les.81

There is no way, however, that these specialized institutions could absorb more than a
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small fraction of the young Angelenos who periodically skipped school or quit altogether.
Agnes H. Dowling, Socialist party school board candidate in 1906 and 1909 and a
Woman’s Living Wage League activist in 1913, estimated that nearly half the public
school enrollees dropped out before the sixth grade. “As a rule, the children miss scheol
because their parents cannot keep them in school,” she said. “They drop out because they
have no money for books or for clothing, or because they must help support the family.
There are exceptional cases, and secondary causes, but the greatest cause is economic
conditions. The schools where the falling off is greatest, and at the youngest age, are the
schools in the working-class districts.”82 | |

The impact of this high attrition rate on moral reform, and particularly on the move-
ment for time-thrift, cannot be gauged. To the extent that school dropouts worked at
steady jobs it must have been negligible, but this was unlikely. Most young people
worked sporadically when they worked at all. Off the job, they probably led the kind of
street lives that were anathema to reformers. It is probably wise to view the early 1900s
as a bridge between a era when the city’s elders let teenagers enjoy a relatively anarchical
use of public space and private time, and a new era in which these ﬁeedoms were con-
strained. Time-discipline had not yet won the day a century ago.

All public schools, not just those reserved for truants, became crucibles of reform in
the progressive years. Compulsory (and punctual!) attendance was the major step, but
other issues flared up: deracinating immigrants, siting schools, creating night schools for
workers, teaching manual arts, opening schools year-round, using them as civic centers,
and requiring free versus home-bought textbooks, to name a few. Thompson makes the

essential, albeit historical point:

“One other non-industrial institution lay to hand which might be used to incuicate ‘time-thrift’: the
school.” Clayton [Rev. J., in his 1755 Friendly Advice to the Poor] complained that the streets of
Manchester were full of ‘idle ragged children; who are not only losing their Time, but learning hab-
its of gaming’, etc. He praised charity schools as teaching Industry, Frugality, Order and Regular-
ity....Once within the school gates, the child entered the new universe of disciplined time. At the
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Methodist Sunday Schools in York the teachers were fined for inpunctuality.” 83

Unions and socialists lobbied successfully for night schools, vocational education, free
textbooks, and school-based social centers. They were rebuffed, however, when they
asked school boards to teach students political economy--a discipline which despite its
capitalist origins they naively hoped would examine wages and profits in their true rela-
tion.84 From organized labor’s viewpoint the most pivotal struggles, other than failed at-
tempts to unionize teachers, involved the public school curriculum. The Central Labor
Council and its affiliated locals generally praised efforts to imbue teenagers with notions
of time-thrift, but they drew the line at a more blatant proselytizing of capitalist values. In
1913 a businessmen’s committee prodded the school board to hire a Chicago efficiency
expert, Otto Buehrmann, to teach children business ethics and psychology for $150 a
week. Buehrmann’s course extolled “business life as a character builder.” Challenging
this presumption, the Citizen declared that “the solemn obligation of the modern business
man toward society is to rob society to the limit--trim the people as long as they will
stand for it.” The Labor Council wrote the school board an ilﬁpassioned letter criticizing
Buehrmann and urging him to address the many toxic counterfactuals in workers’ lives.

The new Mercantile Efficiency course, it said,

“does not teach how the worker is to defend himself against inefficient and grasping, overbearing,
unjust and brutal employers, or how to meet the organized, or trustified power of organized employ-
ers.... :

“Together with vocational training the child should learn the effect on the mental and physical
structure of the human body from inhaling impure air..., continuous working by artificial light, work-
ing long hours overtime and during the night, standing long hours, particularly on unprotected stone
floors, nerve-killing monotony of certain kinds of labor, beginning certain kinds of labor too early in
life, speeding up especially in competition with power machines....

“If it is within the power of the Los Angeles Business Men’s Committee to urge upon school
authorities to engage a man on the strength of a recommendation from said committee, we the work-
ers feel ourselves justly called upon to insist, at least, that the course of mercantile efficiency fully
represent the workers’ interest. If your experts in vocational training are not fully qualified to teach
the economic interests of the workers, we, the organized workers, shall be glad to furnish, at any
time, an expert to teach in conjunction for the cause of labor.” 85

-- The school board did not respond.
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The Incorrigible Working Class

During the progressive years, workingclass Angelenos creatively and tenaciously re-
sisted the encroachments on their off-work lives. Blue laws made it harder for them to
enjoy social clubs, movies, saloons, dance halls, boxing matches, and wagering sites, but
they continued to frequent them. Given opportunities to weigh moral reforms through
initiatives and referenda, they voted “no!” more often than not. As unionists, they both
accepted the new time-discipline and fought to limit its scope by agitating against child
labor and for the eight-hour day. Their protracted renegetiation of the structure of work
echoed the 18th- and 19th-century English example summarized by Thompson: “The first -
generation of factory workers were taught by their masters the importance of time; the
second generation formed their short-time committees in the ten-hour movement; the
third generation struck for overtime or time-and-a-half. They had accepted the categories
of their employers and learned to fight back within them. They had learned their lesson,
that time is money, only too well,’86

Most galling to progressives was the harsh treatment juries gave moral reform. Francis
Larkin, secretary of the Good Government Alliance’s enforcement committee in 1899,
had urged the county to jail operators of nickel-in-the-slot machines and other street
gambling devices. He found no comfort in the response. “The question presented is not a
new one,” district attorney James C. Rives told Larkin. “Several violators have been pro-
secuted, but in every instance, as far as I am informed, juries have failed to agree or ren-
dered a verdict of Not Guilty.”87 Five years later L.A.’s prosecuting attorney warned the
city council that he could not get juries to convict saloon owners who sold liquor on Sun-
days because under a law then extant they knew the owners would be stripped of their
license and put out of business.38 Thomas Lee Woolwine, a city attorney idolized by re-
formers for prosecuting Mayor Harper’s comrades in vice, found veniremen cool to his

crusade against social clubs. “Gambling and drinking existed in such places practically
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unmolested,” he later wrote. “For years, attempts had been made...to break up this grow-
ing evil by prosecuting the bogus clubs and small offenders. Convictions were, however,
practically impossible. The jurors’ sense of fair play was wrought upon by the effective
pleas that the poor man was being discriminated against and ‘persecuted,” and the rich
allowed to go unmolested.”8?

After reformers took power in 1909 juries grew even less likely to vote convictions.
Distaste for punitive righteousness cannot fully explain this trend; it stemmed as much
from popular aversion to the mass arrests of socialists and strikers in the 1908-11 period.
Ignorant of constitutional free speech rights or unwilling to honor them, the city council
and police collaborated in the jailing of dozens of Socialist Party street orators who had
regaled crowds outside a tiny public speaking zone. The Herald blamed “the Socialistic
tendencies of so many veniremen” and prayed that “enough men will be found who are
not so biased by socialistic doctrines that they cannot act as jurors.” Police Court prose-
cutions idled for weeks and detainees were sent home while city lawyers vainly beat the
bushes for compliant jurors. Under pressure from 500 demonstrators who flooded its
meeting room on Sept. 28, 1908, the council repealed a law that banned speaking in pub-
lic without a police permit.%?

Jurors’ resentments flared anew after mid-July 15, 1910 when the council adopted and
Mayor Alexander signed a M&M-drafted ordinance that outlawed peaceful picketing. It
barred the city’s metal trades, brewery, leather goods, electric railway, and other strikers
from standing or carrying signs in front of any workplace, organizing a boycott against
any goods it produced, or speaking out “for the purpose of inducing or influencing...any
person” not to enter the premises.?! “The fact is,” responded the Central, Building
Trades, Metal Trades, and Allied Printing Trades Councils, that the strike wave “involv-

ing thousands of men has been on for many weeks, and no disturbances have yet oc-
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curred.....[T]his ordinance is a war measure, presented to the Council by representatives
of employers involved in this struggle, for the purpose of preventing union men from ex-
plaining their side of this controversy to those who are in sympathy with them as well as
those whose interests are identical with theirs.”92 Adopted as a referendum-proof “emer-
gency” law of a type progressives had found so odious when it favored saloons, the pick-
eting ban inspired a revulsion that spread beyond the unions into the unorganized work-
ing class from which most jurors were drawn.

Three hundred strikers were jailed under the M&M ordinance. On advice of Fred
Spring, Job Harriman and other labor lawyers, they demanded jury trials. The first 13
prosecutions secured only five convictions, and the parade of Police Court cases ground
to a halt by early 1911. Staring futility in the face, the city’s attorneys dismissed all the
jurors and released the remaining 287 detainees.3

Like the 1910 picketers, many Angelenos arrested under the blue laws demanded jury
trials in Police Court, and juries continued to acquit them or deadlock over verdicts. Pro-
gressives reacted to the grassroots nullification of moral reform with a good deal more
rancor than previous occupants of city hall. Where earlier prosecutors had asked the city
council to soften gambling or liquor laws that offended jurors, their post-1909 counter-
parts set out to gentrify the jury pool. “The present system,” Ray Nimmo announced in
1912, “makes it extremely difficult to secure convictions in police court jury cases, be-
cause of the antagonistic attitude of the jurors.” What was this system? In language dear
to most progressives, the Municipal News explained that it was the police court’s habit
“to send a bailiff forth on the highways and byways to buttonhole anybody he can get. In
this way bums and bankers, proletarians and plutocrats are gathered and forced to serve
on a police court jury....By reason of the indiscriminate way in which they are picked up
on the streets a very poor class of jurors is frequently secured. They are poor in intellect

as well as in a sense of civic duty.”
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Nimmo and the Police Commiission had 2 solution ready at hand: replace the random
selection of jurors with the trial jury system long used in California’s Superior Courts.
- Like many of the progressives’ structural reforms, this one revealed a marked distaste for
democracy. The Alexander regime favored the change because it would reduce the jury
pool to a select list of property owners and thereby guarantee veniremen of a “high <lass,
intelligent, able, and fearless.” At Nimmo’s request the city council asked the Los Ange-
les legislative delegation in Sacramento to secure the necessary amendment to the law
governing police courts.?* Thus did progressives of the moralizing stripe lay bare the

class war inherent in their reforms.

85



Notes
* For the reform topography and historiography on which chapters 2-5 are based, see Appendix 1.
1 pacific Outlook, Dec. 29, 1906.

2 “The 200-saloon limitation was proposed in 1897 by one of L.A.’s first progressives, Thomas E. Gibbon,
when he sat on the Police Commission. A few years later the city council made the limitation a matter of
law. Because it-kept the number of saloons constant during a period of rapid population growth, the saloon-
per-population ratio dropped from 1:500 in 1897 to 1:1,500 in 1909. However the retail sale of alcohol by
restaurants and wholesalers raised the number of liquor dispensers to about 400. Pacific Outlook, Dec. 29,
1906; L.A. Times, Nov. 5, 1907; Clodius, Albert Howard, “The Quest for Good Government in 1 os Ange-
les, 1890-1910,” Claremont Graduate School dissertation, Claremont, CA, 1953, pp. 228-31, 238.

3 Pacific Outlook, Dec. 29, 1906. The lawsuit mentioned here is one that stopped the council’s use of an
“emergency” clause to stifle referenda in cases where no real legislative emergency existed.

4 “An Old Man’s Friend,” editorial, Union Labor News, Feb. 15, 1907, p. 4.

5 The four non-partisans on the new council were Pease, R.W. Dromgold, Walter J, Wren, and A.J.
Wallace. The old-guard members were E.A. Clampitt, H.H. Yonkin, Henry Lyon, Bernard Healy, and E.L.
Blanchard.

6 Johnson, Daniel J. “Down in ‘De Bloody Ate’: Ward Politicians and Working-Class Voters in Progres-
sive-Era Los Angeles,” unpublished paper presented at a UCLA colloquium, April 3, 1997, pp. 26-27.

7 Woods, Gerald. The Police in Los Angeles: Reform and Professionalization, Garland Publishing, Inc.,
New York, 1993, p. 20.

8 Ethington, Philip J. “Urban Constituencies, Regimes, and Policy Innovation in the Progressive Era: An
Analysis of Boston, Chicago, New York City, and San Francisco,” Studies in American Poljtical Develop-
ment v. 7 (Fall, 1993), p. 290. San Francisco was not typical of the other three cities in Ethington’s study
when it came to moral reform.

9 Los Angeles Record, March 27, April 4, 11, 14, 1908; Los Angeles Times, Feb. 20, March 22, 28, 31,
April 1,7-8, 12, 14, 1908.

10 «“Barmaids Must Go!”, L.4. Examiner, Oct. 17, 1909; Los Angeles City Council Minutes, Vol. 79, Oct.
21, 1909, p. 285.

11 Los Angeles Central Labor Council, Minutes, March 4 & 11, 1910 (hereinafter LACLC). The council’s
minute-books are housed in the Urban Archives Center, Olviatt Library, California State University
Northridge (CSUN), Northridge, California; “Liquor Dealers Say They Will Use Referendum,” L.4. Her-
ald, March 5, 1910; “Modern Club Enjoyed By City’s Working Men,” L.4. Record, July 28, 1908.

12 «“What Good Government Has Accomplished for the City,” L.A. Express, Nov. 17, 1911,

13 «“Hard Blows for ‘Dear Walter’”, L.A. Examiner, Nov. 14, 1906; “Legal Battle to Annul Supervisors’
Action Is On,” L.A. Examiner, Sept. 10, 1908; Letter signed by Washburn and Willard from the Municipal
League to the L.A. County Board of Supervisors, Aug. 28, 1907, Supervisors Box 114, OD 1388P.

14 Johnson, “Down in ‘De Bloody Ate’,” p. 31.

86



15 «City’s Achievement Is Financial Marvel,” Municipal News, April 2, 1913

16 This was especially true of “time-checks”, an illegal but prevalent form of wage payment. [“Money for
Laborers Instead of Checks,” Municipal News, Jan. 15, 1913.]

17 Hester Griffith also served with John R. Haynes and other progressives on the Morals Efficiency Com-
mittee. [Municipal News, July 10, 24, 1912; Letter from Robert C. Barton, Executive Secretary of the Mor-
als Efficiency Committee, to L.A. County Supervisor F.E. Woodley on Aug. 10, 1915, Supervisors Box 65,
0D3583-D.]

18 Citizen, July 26, 1912 p. 2, Dec. 6, 1912 p. 1, and Jan. 15, 1915, p. 2; “Say Saloons Should Cash Work-
ers’ Checks,” Municipal News, Oct. 19, 1912,

19 Los Angeles Typographical Union No. 174 (hereinafter LATU). Minute Books, 1886-1916, Sept. 24,
1905, p. 26.

20 Los Angeles City Council Minutes, Vol. 68, Nov. 2, 1903, Jan. 18 & Jan. 25, 1904; Letter from L.A.
District Attorney James C. Rives to L.A. County Supervisor Francis Larkin, May 11, 1899, Supervisors
Box 56, pp 23-25, OD4051-C.

21 «“Non-Partisan Platform,” L.4. Express, Sept. 28, 1906. See also “Say Racing Initiative Deliberate De-
ception,” Municipal News, Oct. 23, 1912,

22 pacific Outlook, Dec. 29, 1906.

23 “Checking Petition Against Gambling,” L.4. Express, Oct. 28, 1909; “File Initiative on Gambling,” L.A4.
Express, Oct. 29, 1909. :

24 “Djce Shaking Initiative Is Declared Sufficient,” L.4. Herald, Nov. 6, 1909; “Clean Sweep,” L.A. Times,
Dec. 9, 1909.

25 Los Angeles City Council Minutes, Vol. 81, July 12, 1910.
26 Los Angeles City Council Minutes, Vol.. 81, July 26, 1910.

27 «To Hear Eddie Charges,” Municipal News, Oct. 9, 1912, Jan. 15, 1913; Clodius, “The Quest for Good
Government,” pp. 527-28.

28 Unionists who petitioned or testified before the council included C.H. Porter of the Carpenters, Thomas
Murray of the Glass Workers, and Claude B. Wiseman of the Waiters and Central Labor Council. [City
Council Records, Vol. 76, June 15, 22, July 6, Aug. 3, 1908]

29 “Sunday Dance Halls Closed,” L.4. Herald, Nov. 24, 1909; “Barmaids Must Go!”, L.4. Examiner, Oct.
17, 1909.

30 Citizen, Dec. 20, 1912, p. 1 & March 3, 1913, p. 7; “Defeat the City Dance Halls,” Municipal News,
Dec. 11, 1912.

31 Topham was one of the progressive councilmen who voted to repeal the ordinance creating the city’s
taxpayer-funded weekly newspaper, the Municipal News. [“Opinions on Labor and Capital,” Citizen, Aug.
30,1912; “Dance Hall Ordinance Goes Before People,” Municipal News, March 5, 1913.]

32 “Mark Your Ballot This Way,” Citizen, March 21, 1913, p. 7 and “Old Guard Routed,” Citizen, March
28, 1913, p. 1; Municipal News, all 1913: “File Referendum on Dance Hall Measure,” Jan. 15; “Simplify

87



Method of Dance Hail Control,” Feb. i9; “Initiative Dance Hall Law-Shall Measure Be Adopted?”(pro and
con views), March 19, 1913.

33 See, for example, City Council Records, June 9, 1830.

34 Los Angeles City Council Minutes, Vol. 68, Aug. 24, Dec. 28, 1903, Feb. 3, 29, 1904; Vol. 69, May 23,
31, 1904; Vol. 76, June 8, 15, July 9, 1908; “Licenses Cut Taxes,” Municipal News, Jan. 29,1913, p. 1.

35 Citizen, March 8, 15, 22, 29, April 5, 12, 1907; L.A. Examiner, April 7, 1907; LACLC, Sept. 20, 1912;
Municipal News, July 24, Nov. 27, 1912,

361 4. Record, May 11 & Aug. 7, 1907; L.A. Express, April 3-4, 6, 15-16, May 14, 20, 27, June 15, Sept.
22, 26, 28, June 17, July 16, Oct. 12-13, Nov. 12, 1907; L.A. Times, Nov. 12-14, 17, 1907. Quote taken
from Johnson, p. 27.

37 “End of Prize-Fighting,” Pacific Outlook, Jan. 28, 1911, p. 3.
38 Los Angeles City Council Minutes,Vol. 81, July 5, 12, 19, 1910; Vol. 82, Aug. 23, Qct. 11, 18, 1910.

39 The unions hired J.H. McDaniels, a former boxer known as the Montana Kid, toc manage the club. He
was fired when they learned he had scabbed on a Brewery Workers’ strike. [Citizen, Jan. 22, 1915, p. 8 and
Jan. 29, 1915, p. 8.]

40 Citizen, Oct. 30, 1914, pp. 1-2.
41 Los Angeles City Council Minutes,Vol. 81, July 12, 19, 1910.

42 Caughey, John & Laree. Los Angeles: Biography of a City, University of California Press, Berkeley &
Los Angeles, 1976.

43 Fiscal Year Report and First Annual Message of H.H. Rose, Mayor of Los Angeles, to the Honorable
City Council, July 1, 1914, pp. 15-16, 36; Municipal News, Oct. 9, 1912.

44 williamson, Mrs. M. Burton. “The Civic Association as a Factor of Greater Los Angeles,” Annual Pub-
lication of the Historical Society of Southern California, v. 8, Part 3 (1911), pp. 186-87.

45 Hunter, Burton L. The Evolution of Municipal Organization and Administrative Practice in the City of
Los Angeles, Parker, Stone & Baird, Co., Los Angeles, 1933, pp. 142-43; Fiscal Year Report and First An-
nual Message of H.H. Rose, p. 36.

46 LACLC, Nov. 5, Nov. 19, and Dec. 3, 1915.

47 Ross, Steven J. “Struggles for the Screen: Workers, Radicals, and the Political Uses of Silent Film,”
American Historical Review v. 96, no. 2 (April, 1991), pp. 333, 342, 346; LACLC, Oct, 17 & 27 (execu-
tive board), 1913.

48 Among those denigrating workers or unions: The Blacksmith’s Strike (1907), The Molly Maguires, or,
Labor Wars in the Coal Mines (1908), Awakened Memories (1909), The Hero Engineer (1910), The Icono-
clast (1910), Tim Mahoney, the Scab (1911), The Strike (1912), The Poor Relation (1914), and Bill Joins
the IWWs (1915). “In these films,” observed the New York Call, “working men and women on strike are
pictured as brute monsters, constantly attacking, beating, abusing or robbing the good, angelic, heroic
strikebreakers who are always wronged and abused persons.” In 1915 the L.A. Central Labor Council con-
demned movies “depicting working people in a false light” and named a permanent committee to investi-

88



gate them. It also endorsed a resolution of the Anti-Prohibition League seeking to curtail scenes of drunk-
enness (usually working-class) in films. [LACLC, Nov. 5, 19, Dec. 3, 1915)

49 Ross, “Struggles for the Screen,” pp. 333, 337-38, 340-42.
50 Los Angeles City Council Minutes, Vol. 76, Oct. 26, 1908.

51 «p Complaisant Council,” L.A4. Express, undated 1906 clipping in Haynes Papers, Box 55, folder “Elec-
tions—1906~Gillett, James”.

52 1. 4. Express, July 10, 1906.

53 I do not underestimate the weighty role of women in moral reform--but it did not propel them into po-
litical office as it did several male progressives. Women won the vote in 1911. Four years later the first
woman ever elected to the city council, Estelle Lawton Lindsey, was a socialist, not a moral reformer. Mrs.
R.L. Craig, a remarkable progressive who co-founded the Civic Association in 1890 and helped lead the
Political Equality League in 1910-11, was elected to the school board in the late 1890s and again in 1911
and 1913; she was not, however, primarily a moral reformer.

54 “Saint Monday” was the pre-industrial English worker’s predilection for adding an extra day to his Sun-
day off. [Thompson, E.P., The Making of the English Working Class, Vintage Books New York, 1966 (first
published 1963), p. 357.]

55 Thompson, E.P., “Time, Work-Discipline, and Industrial Capitalism,” Past & Present, No. 38 (Dec.,
1967), pp. 74, 78, 83, 90.

56 See Weber, Max, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism., Routiedge, Londen, 1997.

57 Thompson, E. P., “Time, Work-Discipline, and Industrial Capitalism,” p. 89.

58 Los Angeles City Council Minutes, Vol. 32, Sept. 15, 22, Oct. 6, 1890; Vol. 82, Oct. 18, Nov. 1, 1910.
59 «To Restrict Liquor Sale to Small Zone,” Municipal News, July 24, 1912,

60 «A Letter from the South,” Labor Clarion, March 31, 1911, in Vol. 1911-12 of the Labor Clarion col-
lection in the Bancroft Library, University of California at Berkeley.

61 The 1907 bond issue was for $23 million, but smaller sums had already been spent on the aqueduct.
“Bindle stiffs” were itinerant laborers and hobos named for the bundles of bedding they carried on their
backs. In 1908 an army of them descended on the aqueduct work camps. See pages 622-26. [Resolution
adopted by the L.A. City Council, Aug. 5, 1907: copy in Supervisors Box 117, OD2433-P; Los Angeles
Department of Water & Power, “The Los Angeles Aqueduct, 1913-1988: A 75th Anniversary Tribute,”
Southern California Quarterly v. 70, no. 3 (Fall, 1988), p. 339.]

62 Resolution of the Church Federation Council,” Rev. Edwin P. Ryland, President, Aug. 26, 1907, copy in
Supervisors Box 114, OD1389-P.

63 Letter from W.J. Washburn and C.D. Willard of the Municipal League to the L.A. County Board of Su-
pervisors, Aug. 22, 1907, Supervisors Box 114, OD1388-P.

641 4. Record, January 23, 1909, paraphrased in Clodius, p. 374.

65 “Who Shall Decide?”, L.4. Times, Dec. 7, 1909.

89



66 «Judge M’Nutt’s Recall Speech Stirs City Club,” L A. Express, Jan. 23, 1905.

67 Other key Federation leaders were Mrs. Robert J. Burdette and Mrs. W.W. Stilson. During the progres-
sive era the identification of women by their husband’s first names was still prevalent, though starting to
fade. [Williamson, Mrs. M. Burton, “The Civic Association as a Factor of Greater Los Angeles,” Annual
Publication of the Historical Society of Southern California, v. 8, Part 3 (1911}, pp. 180, 183-85; 4 Record
of Twenty-Five Years of the California Federation of Women's Clubs, 1900-1925, Vol. 1, A Handbeok for
Clubwomen, compiled by Mary S. Gibson, California Federation of Women’s Clubs, 1927, pp. 7, 11-12,
34-35. Hereinafter Gibson, 4 Record of Twenty-Five Years.]

68 Burton, p. 181. The first four cooperating groups named here were all steadfastly anti-union, but this did
not prevent the city’s unions from supporting many of the Civic Association’s reforms.

69 At its 1906 convention in Fresno, the state Socialist Party called for compulsory schoo! attendance by all
children until the age of 18 “so that there will be no child labor.” [Haynes Papers, Box 55, p. 187; Stimson,
Grace Heilman. Rise of the Labor Movement in Los Angeles, University of California Press, Berkeley &
Los Angeles, 1955, pp. 19, 149-50, 230, 346-47; Union Labor News, April 13, 1906, p. 4; “Socialists,”
Fresno Evening Democrat, Aug. 23, 1906.]

70 Los Angeles City Council Minutes, Vol. 69, April 18, June 13, 27 1904; Vol. 76, Aug. 3, 17, 1908; Vol.
81, May 24, June 14, 1910; Pacific Outlook, Dec. 29, 1906; “Are Voters of Second Ward Represented by
Clampitt?”, Municipal League pamphlet reprinted in the L.4A. Express, June 7,1907; “Barmaids Must Go!”,
L.A. Examiner, Oct. 17, 1909; “Policewomen Wanted,” Municipal News, May 15, 1912,

71 «Girls May Not Act as Winged Mercuries Declare Councilmen,” Municipal News, Nov. 6, 1912,

72 Los Angeles City Council Minutes, Vol. 69, Aug. 1, 1904,

73 Letter to Supervisors from the Methodist Church of Lamanda Park, June 30, 1914, Supefvisors Box 110,
0D6470; Letter to Supervisors from L.A. County Counsel A.J. Hill, Aug. 10, 1914, OD6490.

74 «“Mrs, Blanchard Ready to Make the Canvass,” newspaper unknown, Oct. 3, 1906. Dated clipping found
in Haynes Papers, Box 55, folder “Elections—1906-Los Angeles”. My italics.

75 Gibson, A Record of Twenty-Five Years, interleaf, pp. 34-35.
76 Bhrton, “The Civic Association as a Factor of Greater Los Angeles,” p. 185.

77 “Burton, “The Civic Association as a Factor of Greater Los Angeles,” p. 185; Gibson, 4 Record of
Twenty-Five Years, pp. 36-37.

78 Los Angeles City Council Minutes, Vol. 81, June 14, 1910; “Policewomen Wanted,” Municipal News,
May 15, 1912.

79 “Judge M’Nutt’s Recall Speech Stirs City Club,” . A. Express, Jan. 23, 1909.
80 «Judge M’Nutt’s Recall Speech Stirs City Club,” L. 4. Express, Jan. 23, 1909.

81 “Special Schools Reform Truants,” Municipal News, May 29, 1912; L.4. Examiner, Aug. 23, 1905; City
Council Records, Vol. 76, p. 133.

82 «“pyblic Schools and the Workers,” Citizen, Aug. 19, 1910, p. 3; “Socialist City Convention,” Common

Sense, Nov. 10, 1906; “Good Government Candidates Will Lead on the Final Fight,” L.A. Herald, Nov. 12,
1909; “Official Count of Vote Completed,” L.4. Record, Dec. 10, 1909; Woman’s Living Wage League

90



open letter to influential L.A. women in spring, 1913, found in Haynes Papers, Box 221, folder *Wages-—
Minimum Wage.”

83 «Judge M’Nutt’s Recall Speech Stirs City Club,” L.A. Express, Jan. 23, 1909.

84 Stimson, pp. 19, 232-33, 306; Municipal News, Sept. 18, 1912, p. 207; “Central Labor Council” and
“Here and There,” Union Labor News, Nov. 17, 1905, p. 4, June 22, 1906; Citizen, Oct. 10, 1913, p. 7, May
22,1913, p. 7, June 19, 1915, p. 3.

85 «Judge M’Nutt’s Recall Speech Stirs City Club,” L.4. Express, Jan. 23, 1909.
86 Thompson, E. P., “Time, Work-Discipline, and Industrial Capitalism,” p. 86.

87 Letter from District Attorney James C. Rives to Francis Larkin, May 11, 1899, Supervisors Box 56, pp.
23-25,0D4051-C. My italics.

88 os Angeles City Council Minutes, Vol. 68, Feb. 8, 1904.

89 Woolwine, Thomas Lee. “A Story of Law Enforcement: How the Energetic Enforcement of the Statutes
Led to a Political Upheaval in Los Angeles,” World’s Work, July, 1909, p. 11829.

90 References to “men” and “veniremen” reflect the prohibition against women jurors during this period.
[“Jail Deadly to Woman Prisoner,” L.A. Herald, July 10, 1908; “‘Free Speech’ the Slogan of Brave Men
and Women,” Common Sense, July 11, 1908; “Socialist Speakers Given Their Liberty,” L.4. Express, July
21, 1908; “Restrict Area Open to Street Speakers,” L.A. Herald, Sept. 29, 1908[

91 Ordinance No. 20,586 (New Series), adopted by the L.A. City Council on July 15, 1910, signed by
Mayor George Alexander on July 16, and posted by city clerk H.J. Lelande. Copy found in San Francisco
Labor Council Records, Box 11, Folder #6 labeled “Los Angeles Correspondence in re Merchant & Manu-
facturers Assoc. Strike, 1910,” Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley (hereinafter SFLC).

92 «protest of the Central Labor Council, Building Trades Council, Metal Trades Council, and Allied Print-
ing Trades Council Against an Ordinance Passed by the City Council of Los Angeles, July 15, 1910,”
SFLC Carton 11, Folder #6 labeled “Los Angeles Correspondence in re Merchant & Manufacturers Assoc.
Strike, 1910.”

93 Stimson, Rise of the Labor Movement in Los Angeles, p. 354.

94 Municipal News, Aug. 7, 1912, Jan. 22 & 29, 1913.

91



3.

Structural Reform: How Progressives
Changed the Rules of the Game

“The victories of the reformers must be credited in part to the changes they made in
the rules of the game,” Ingram says of the electoral revamping that helped progressives
capture city hall in 1909.1 His remark touches the heart of virtually all the charter reforms
that progressives won with considerable éclat between the late 1890s and 1915. While at-
large elections, nonpartisan primaries, a civil service, and expert commissions were craf-
ted to make city government more lean and efficient, they had the not-so-collateral effect
of helping progressives win and hold power. L.A.’s elite reformers were virtuoso oppor-
tunists, and an instrumental view of their history does them justice.

Orthodox recitals of L.A.’s structural reforms begin with the progressives’ agitation
for direct democracy and their planting of the initiative, referendum, and recall in the city
charter in 1902. Credit for these innovations, however, has been misplaced. Organized
workers and their allies, not progressives, voiced the earliest demands for direct democ-
racy, fought for them most consistently, and finally ensured their triumph. This durable
workingclass contribution to the governance of Los Angeles made it easier for progres-
sives to bend the city charter to their own, often anti-labor, desires.

The origins of progressive structural reform lie not in the turn-of-the-century cam-
paign for direct democracy but in the earlier charter amendments sought by Willard’s
League for Better City Government. As noted in Chapter 1, these included electing city
council and board of education members at-large rather than by ward; running candidates
for appointive offices and hired work through a merit exam; creating professional com-
missions; and imposing more stringent franchise terms on railways and other public ser-

vices. Willard’s reliance on fellow elites to carry these reforms led to their failure at the
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polls in 1897, but over time they all took their place in the charter. By 1915 structural re-
formers had largely succeeded in their effort to make local government more efficient,
professional, and, on their own behalf, more autonomous.
Tightening the Electoral Screws

“Elections,” political scientist Ronald King has observed, “are state-controlled
events--who can vote, when, where, how votes are aggregated, and from that, what a
winner ié, and who wins, and who certifies the results, and how.”? Taking this truth to
heart before the turn of the 20th century, L.A.’s progressives set out to change electoral
rules they believed had propped up the Southern Pacific machine and lent undue influ-
ence to wage and salaried workers. Their prime targets were large voter turnouts in work-
ingclass areas, the city’s division into wards for city council and school board elections,
and the selection of candidates by party conventions.

Odd-Year Elections

Progressive reformers never believed all politics was local. In their personal ambi-
tions and their hopes for America they saw Los Angeles as a stepping-stone to bigger
things. The clearest expression of this view was the Lincoln-Roosevelt League, which
took root in Los Angeles, quickly spread statewide, and helped elect Hiram Johnson gov-
ernor in 1910. What L.A.’s reformers did believe was that national politics would inevi-
tably corrupt local politics unless a one-way firewall could be built between the two.

Teddy Roosevelt was widely quoted on the subject:

“The worst evils that affect our local government arise from and are the inevitable result of the
mixing up of city affairs with party politics of the nation and state. The lines upon which national
parties divide have no necessary connection with the business of the city. Such connections open
the way to countless schemes of public plunder and civic corruption.” 3
The firewall had two elements. One was “nonpartisanship,” which drew its reform

cadres from disaffected Republicans and Democrats. Weakening the bond between na-

tional and local politics, it figured prominently in the candidate elections of 1906 and
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1909 and the charter elections of 1902 and 1909 (see below). “Nonpartisanship™ as prac-
ticed by men like Willard, Stimson, and Lissner was, however, a bit of a dodge. Their
campaign organizations functioned as parties in all but name and conducted themselves
far less openly and democratically than the Demipubs. Nevertheless the nonpartisan ideal
struck a resonant chord with voters who had grown weary and wary of corruption in the
two familiar parties.4

The second firewall element was the uncoupling of local elections from the national
and/or state elections that took place every even-numbered year. In the 1904 charter cam-
paign, the Municipal League persuaded voters to transfer city elections to odd-numbered
years--a move, says Ingram, that “effectively sliced turnout in local contests by 50%.”5
This was not the first time, nor would it be the last, that progressives sought to restrict the
franchise for the benefit of well-to-do westside voters like themselves.

The Devil in His Dens

If the devil for progressives was “Espee,” his dens were the eastside wards that gave
him cover and support. Here he lived among the river flats, the small manufacturing
plants, the saloons, and the dangerous classes.

The city’s nine voting wards had existed with only minor reconfigurations longer than
the memory of Willard and his contemporaries.6 East of Main Street on both sides of the
Los Angeles River lay wards 1, 6, 7, 8, and 9 with their large concentrations of white
workers, significant pockets of Mexican Americans and immigrants from Mexico, China,
Japan, Italy, the Slavic countries, and the African-American South, and a scattering of
small entrepreneurs and other middleclass families. To the west lay “silk-stocking” wards
2 through 5, politically dominated by owners of middling-to-large businesses and pro-
fessionals.” It was the reformers’ recurring bad dream, especially after the election of

1906, that unruly eastside toilers would forever vote machine candidates to office in re-
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turn for patronage and other favors. The truth lay 90 degrees abeam, for in historian

Kevin Starr’s words progressives were geniuses not only at “inventing the dream” but at

Table 1.
Occupational Structure of Registered Voters by Ward, Los Angeles, 1908
% Workingclass % Professional & % Manager & Y
Biue Collar White Collar Semi-Professional Proprietor Other
Eastside
Wards
1 55 7 20 11 7
6 63 9 15 9 4
7 63 12 8 10 7
8 68 5 5 15 7
9 58 14 10 15 5
Westside
Wards
2 49 12 ' 22 12 5
3 27 15 30 17 11
4 20 14 37 22 |
5 24 8 39 26 3

Source: Randomized sample of 1,170 names among some 80,350 listed in the 1908 Great Register

of Voters, City of Los Angeles, archived at the Seaver Center, Museum of Natural History, Los

Angeles. [Registers are not available for the years on either side of 1908.] The 1908 Great Register

gives the address, precinct, ward, occupation and a few other demographic variables for each per-

son. See Appendix 2 for my categorization of the most common occupations as workingclass blue,

workingclass white, professional/semiprofessional, manager/proprietor,- and other. From year to

year voting precincts in Los Angeles changed considerably in number and location, but wards un-

derwent only minor changes.
acting in it. The result, decades later, is that “the California of fact and the California of
imagination” still “shape and reshape each other.”8

Progressives were wrong about wards--but only half wrong. To the very limited ex-
tent that the Southern Pacific and public utilities ran a machine in Los Angeles, they ran
it by fits and starts in the semi-autonomous wards where their candidates could count on
workingclass votes almost by default. There was no real choice between Espee-backed
Republicans and Espee-backed Democrats, though workers scorned known associates of
railway magnate Henry Huntington and embraced machine councilmen who stood up to

the moral reformers. When genuine alternatives surfaced in the eastside wards--the per-
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ennial socialists and the labor parties of 1902 and 1906--they alarmed progressives even
more than the machine did. It made sense, then, for Willard, Meyer Lissner, and their col-
leagues to demonize wards and praise the virtues of voting at large, that is to say, a sys-
tem in which well-financed westside reform candidates might dominate every election.
Where they erred badly was in their notions of patronage énd workingclésé fealty to
the machine. Tumn-of-the-century Los Angeles had not yet become an industrial power
with a large deskilled labor force. Workers who voted® tended to be skilled craftsmen in
the building, railroad, brewery, metal, and other trades who did not need--and certainly
did not get--the quid pro quo patronage ascribed to big city immigrant populations by
Robert K. Merton and the sociologists, political scientists, and historians who followed in
his footsteps. Workingmen of this type, Johnson says, “were much less likely to need the
types of services that the ward-heeler offered, and much more likely to define their inter-
ests in less immediate terms.”10 This farsightedness was the wellspring of organized la-
bor’s demand for direct democracy and municipal ownership, described in Part 2. The
following passage from Johnson offers a striking counterpoint to progressive assump-

tions:

“The most notable patronage machine in the city could be found in the Ninth ward, which was
the domain of E.L. Blanchard. Blanchard’s reputation as a consistent supplier of jobs to his cam-
paign workers was legendary. As one newspaper observed during the 1900 municipal elections...,
[h]e has a patronage committee, and though this committee Blanchard has placed his friends in the
fire and police departments, the City Hall, the Courthouses, the Southern Pacific shops, and wher-
ever a job looked good.””

“The political practices of men like ‘Czar’ Blanchard and Tom Savage had a direct, detrimental
impact upon many of the city’s blue-collar residents. Some did find a place on the civic payroll at
the behest of the wardheelers, but...[w]hen rival politicians won, they could expect the quick ter-
mination of their jobs to make way for a new round of political appointees....[M]ost eastside coun-
cilmen failed to take the union side against corporate employers or to allow unions a voice in pub-
lic policy making.” 11

Distrust of ward politicians was one of the few traits that workers and reformers
shared. In 1913, looking back on the era of ward voting, a Citizen editorial called it a time

of “raw methods, of gang politics, of voters in blocks of five; the day when bosses and
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heelers, many of them, were suave, large-hearted and generous, and...the supreme test of
character in a politician was that he stay bought. And many there were, in that day, who
stood the test.”12 At times, however, the ward pelitician was the one person of influence
who stood between the worker and the zealot or the union hater, so while progressives
despised ward-heelers uniformly and a priori, workers and their leaders did so more se-
lectively and on occasion not at all.

At-Large Voting and Direct Primaries

As notorious as the ward system was another progressive bugbear: the party nominat-
ing convention. Every election year, at the start of the primary season, the city’s Republi-
cans, Democrats, Prohibitionists, and Socialists huddled with great fanfare or solemnity
to name their candidates. These highly partisan but open affairs irked reformers not be-
cause their doors were left barely ajar--the progressives’ own conclaves were shuttered
by comparison--or because they were run by parties--there was nothing in early twen-
tieth-century Los Angeles more partisan than a non-partisan reformer--but because the
Southern Pacific was reportedly pulling the strings at both Republican and Democratic
meetings. The reform-minded Express viewed such proceedings with disdain. “Under the
old system” it recalled in the fall of 1909, “the machine-packed convention put up a man
acceptable to the Southern Pacific on the republican side and a man equally acceptable to
the Southern Pacific on the democratic side and graciously permitted the free and inde-
pendent voters to take their choice.”13

Reformers and nonpartisans beat a drumroll for direct primaries and at-large elections
between 1897, when Willard’s proposals failed, and 1908. Their first victory came in
1902; voters that year adopted a charter amendment requiring a citywide vote for each
Board of Education member. Meanwhile organized labor continued to defend city council
wards.14 The issue was not a galvanizing one for unions, however, given their long exile

from city hall and the disappointments they experienced at the hands of ward politicians
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who campaigned as friends of labor but voted otherwise in office. (These setbacks briefly
turned unions against return of the ward system after 1912.) As political outsiders they
threw their energy into a tenacious struggle for proportional representation, hoping to
give losing third parties a share of council seats. Their delegates on an informal 1908
_charter revision committee proposed this reform while Lissner and other progressives
wrote amendments embodying their two favorite electoral measures. Only the latter made
it into the final draft.

Among reformers, it was Meyer Lissner who played the pivotal role in the events that
followed. He was the one most concerned with power, not just as a strategist and orga-
nizer for the progressives but for his own sake. The grandson of an Old World rabbi who
came to the United States in 1846, peddled and clerked in New England, caught “gold
fever” in San Francisco and died there as a pawnbroker, Lissner grew up in the Bay area.
He took over the pawnshop just before his fifteenth birthday and worked at it long and
hard, but it clearly was not for him. Young Meyer had someone teach him watchmaking.
He went into the retail jewelry business, fought with his partner, sold out, and moved to
Los Angeles at the age of 26. Here he studied law. It was a sign of his ambition that he
passed his bar exam within a year and formed a partn.ership with Edgar W. Camp, who
soon went on to join the Santa Fe Railroad’s law department. Most of Lissner’s bile to-
ward the Southern Pacific may have arisen from this connection to a rival carrier. Using
his law office as a base camp, he began selling real estate, organized a ward Republican
Club during McKinley’s first campaign, and fell in with the party’s emerging reform
movement. Lissner made enough money in real estate to sell his law business to friends
and devote himself to full-time political organizing.1® His crowning achievements came
in 1908-09 with the charter reforms that loaded the electoral dice in favor of progressives

and the Good Government Organization that won them the city.
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Its work nearly finished, the charter committee appeared before the city council in
June, 1908. John Murray of the Central Labor Council and Lissner had little in common,
especially after Lissner made known his disdain for socialists and proportional represen-
tation, but both men urged the council to schedule a freeholders’ election at the earliest
possible date.16 Lissner pointed out that a failure to act promptly would prevent the state
legislature from endorsing any charter revisions for two years. The head count was not on
his side, however. Only four nonpartisans had been elected to the council in 1906; the
other five were ward (not necessarily “machine”) politicians who knew as surely as sun-
down that at-large elections and direct nonpartisan primaries would end their careers. As
drafted by Lissner and his allies, nonpartisan primaries would replace party conventions
as the sole mechanism for nominating council candidates. Rivals endorsed by at least 100
registered voters would appear on the ballot alphabetically, without party designation,
and only the top two vote-getters for any office would qualify for the general election.
Lacking a suicidal itch, the retro five refused to schedule a freeholders’ election.l? The

Old Guard applauded, and Labor’s weekly Citizen took note:

“The action of the Council was especially pleasing to the Times, which says: ‘It is a fortunate .
thing for Los Angeles that the attempt of a few political busybodies to force the business of char-
ter-making at this particular time has failed. The Council has resisted the attacks of the Lissner
steam roller and the Gompers big stick.” 18
It was at this moment that L.A. labor’s permanent revolution in urban politics--direct

democracy--gave progressives the weapon they needed to outflank the council’s road-
block. Lissner and the Municipal League launched an initiative petition campaign, se-

cured the requisite thousands of signatures by the first week of September, and forced the
council to schedule a charter election for February 2, 1908.19

During the five-month interval the League, Lissner, and Willard hitched their formi-
dable agitprop skills to a campaign for the two amendments that most mattered to them--

citywide voting (No. 2) and nonpartisan primaries (No. 4). “[Tlhe function of the coun-
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cilman under our present scheme is scarcely 20 per cent local, the League’s monthly,
Municipal Affairs, reasoned. “He is a general city officer of large powers, and should be
elected by the whole city....Naturally the quality of the material nominated for the office
will be improved. Ward politics is often petty business.”20 Cnly Willard or someone very
much like him could have penned the last line. Its presumption was that westside blue-
bloods would ipso facto elevate city council debates over the tawdry standard set by
eastside bluecollars. As for the direct, or nonpartisan, primary, the reform journal pre-
dicted it would “restore to the people the powers that have been wrested away from them
by political leaders through the medium of the party machine.”21

Progressives tapped every resource at their disposal for the charter revision campai gn.
In January, 1909 the elite City Club mobilized its members on behalf of amendments 2
and 4. Willard’s Municipal League and Lissner’s newly minted Good Government Orga-
nization, whose members were nicknamed Goo-Goos by unsympathetic Angelenos, can-
vassed for them full-time.22 Their hard work paid off in the Feb. 2 balloting, when L.A.’s
voters narrowly backed at-large elections and endorsed the direct primary by a more sub-
stantial margin. Union opposition nearly killed Amendment 2, and while the Central La-
bor Council did endorse Amendment 4 both reforms carried largely on the strength of the
heavy vote in two westside wards.23 The charter election thus served as a perfect exam-
ple of the political leverage progressives hoped to gain with their two amendments. It
cleared the way for the recall of Mayor Harper, the election of Mayor Alexander, the re-
formers’ sweep of the city council, and four years of progressive rule.

If organized labor had spoken and organized with one voice against this radical re-
vamping of the franchise, it might not have happened. But the unions were divided. Two
of their most politically influential leaders took opposing sides during the campaign, re-

vealing the ambiguity in labor’s approach to the old ward politics.24 One of them was
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Fred C. Wheeler, a socialist and longtime activist with the Carpenters. The other was
Tom Fennessy, a controversial leader of Typographical Union No. 174 who had become
embroiled in his local’s factional strife. A few days before the election, Wheeler con-

demned the nonpartisan primary:

*Our fathers fought for several years for the right to be self-governing. An amendment to be
voted on next Tuesday will, if carried, deprive us of that right so far as participating in municipal
affairs is concerned....If the amendment carries, only two names receiving the highest votes at the
primary can go on the official ballot. The corporation candidates always have cash enough at elec-
tion time to flood the city with printed matter and have their hard workers at the polls. We as
workingmen cannot measure pocketbooks with them nor can we get our people to spend all day at
the polls. It follows that in nine cases out of ten...the trained political workers of the capitalist par-

. ties will see to it that their candidates are the ‘two highest.” Thus every minority party is disfran-
chised.” 25
Socialists saw the direct primary as a death-knell for their electoral chances. “If the
working class fails to poll its entire vote next October our candidates will not go on the
second ballot,” school board candidate Scott Lewis warned, “and if you vote at all at the

December election you will be forced to vote for an avowed enemy of your class.”26
Mindful of organized labor’s groundbreaking use of the recall against councilman
James P. Davenport in 1904, Wheeler attacked at-large voting with equal vigor. If

Amendment 2 carried, he said,

“to recall a single councilman would mean that we would have to get one-fourth of the entire

number of voters in the city to sign the petition and then have an election of the entire city to get

rid of him. When the unions recalled Davenport in the Sixth Ward, it was confined to that ward

alone. Workingmen of Los Angeles! Your political liberties are in danger. Get to the polls next

Tuesday. There are many of the proposed amendments that need killing, but be sure to kill num-

bers two and four.” 27

The February 2 returns suggest that a majority of eastside workers took Wheeler’s
advice on Amendment 4--but not enough to change the outcome. A crucial minority
agreed with Fennessy. That May he addressed the Central Labor Council on the new di-
rect primary laws of the state and the city. By way of preface, echoing Willard’s Cham-
ber of Commerce, he declared that “in all matters concerning civic progress, Los Angeles

is always found in the forefront.” Fennessy had pinned his political hopes on the nonpar-
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tisan movement. He was one of the few labor leaders to join the progressives’ statewide
Lincoln-Roosevelt League. During the Harper recall he had oppoesed the candidacy of his
fellow-unionist, Wheeler, and backed George Alexander--a stand he sorely regretted the
following year after the mayor signed one of the country’s most draconian anti-picketing
laws. Until that calamity struck, however, Fennessy had made the nonpartisan credo his
own. “The Direct Primary,” he told the labor council, “is certainly a body-blow which
will lead to the death of the political machine.” In his view the plank in the city’s reform
that placed it “head and shoulders” above the state law was its removal of all party names
from the ballot.

Fennessy was no champion of third parties. He rejected Wheeler’s protest against

Amendment 4:

“In the endorsement of this Council for this Direct Primary law, I remember there were dele-
gates who believed it unwise to limit the candidates on the general election ballot to the two re-
ceiving the highest number of votes...It appears to me self-evident that a candidate who does not
show strength sufficient to poll the first or second highest vote at the primary election, should be
deemed, logically, as one who would not be the choice of the people at the general election.” 28

For reformers the success of Amendments 2 and 4 had an immediate payoff in the
Harper recall, the election of Mayor Alexander to a two-year term, and the progressive
sweep of city council seats--all in 1909. Workingclass influence on the council, already
weak, was reduced to the vanishing point. This sequence of events carried within it a
great irony, for it began with an initiative that forced a charter election. The initiative
process was the labor movement’s gift to Los Angeles, but that did not prevent it from
being used against the interests of working people. “Without the initiative we would not
have the direct primary and without the direct primary we would most surely have been
defeated,” John R. Haynes declared shortly after the progressive triumph cof December,
1909.2°

Nonpartisan elections became a fixture in Los Angeles while at-large voting barely

outlived the Progressive Era. Organized labor’s support for it was never solid; it wavered
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in the second decade and vanished after that. In 1925, when the citizens of Los Angeles
voted themselves a new charter, they created fifteen single-member districts that differed
only in name from wards.30 They still exist today.

Writing on “The Decentralized Politics of Los Angeles” in 1964, Francis M. Carney
found that district voting had prevénted a city council “machine” from taking rdot: “The
literature on the question of at-large versus district elections of city legislatures comes
down softly for the view that district or ward elections tend toward diffusion of power
under nonpartisanship and that at-large election under nonpartisanship offers a tempting
opportunity to informal slate-making groups....So, although ward or district elections are
often associated with ‘machine politics’ and partisanship, and aithough at-large election
seems to go in the package with nonpartisanship, Los Angeles’ system of coupling dis-
trict election with nonpartisanship has contributed to a decentralized politics.”31

Further Inroads on the Franchise

Lissner and the Municipal League sparked an upheaval in the city’s voting patterns
with Amendments 2 and 4 and are celebrated for those reforms. The same charter elec-
tion, however, made other inroads on the franchise. It authorized the city council to sepa-
rate initiatives, referenda, recalls, and charter issues from regularly scheduled elections
and decide them in their own “special” elections, thereby discouraging turnout. It let the
city council lump many direct democracy issues together on a single ballot; when mam-
moth ballots began showing up in elections, many voters simply checked off the issues
they cared most about while leaving the rest blank. Finally, progressives won an amend-
" ment that shortened the public notice for elections from 60 to 10 days.

In the aggregate these charter reforms clearly depressed voter turnout. “The crucial
recall election of March 1909, which gave the mayoralty of the city to the Goed Govern-
ment Organization, was decided by only 26,828 voters,” says Ingram. “By comparison,

the 1904 mayoral election had 27,292 voters and in the 1906 mayoral election 31,388

103



people cast their ballots. Fewer people were deciding the course of the city after direct
democracy had given voters more power.”32 The figures are correct, but the inference In-
gram draws from them is not. While fewer people were deciding the course of the city in
candidate elections, infinitely more were doing so in initiative, referendum, and recall
elections. Direct democracy, after all, did not exist before 1902.

Although all the preceding electoral changes had the effect if not always the con-
scious intention of holding potential voters at bay, some progressives endorsed the initia-
tive and referendum in the historic charter election of 1902. Other than Haynes they did
not campaign for them enthusiastically, but they did support them. This was true as well
of the prolonged agitation for women’s suffrage--the largest single expansion of the fran-
chise in California’s (and the nation’s) history.

Women Win the Vote

The national suffrage movement began among middle-class women shortly after the
end of the Civil War. During that conflict they had seen thousands of their working-class
sisters and many from their own ranks take industrial jobs. As the wall between the sepa-
rate spheres of women and men slowly crumbled, the demand for gender equality grew.
The California mO\;ement made little progress, however, until it picked up momentum
from victories in Colorado and elsewhere. In 1895 the legislature sent a suffrage amend-
ment to the voters. Lukewarm male support, fierce opposition by the liquor lobby, and
betrayal by the state’s Republican leadership doomed the reform. Out of 247,454 votes
cast on November 2, 1896, women’s suffrage claimed only 110,355. Its strongest support
came from southern California, especially Los Angeles county.33

Early in the new century the vote for women began to generate more enthusiasm
among progressives. It also won strong support from organized labor and the Socialist

Party. Frances Knacke Noel, a socialist reformer closely allied with the city’s unions, did
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more than anyone else to harness them to the renewed drive for women’s suffrage. In
March, 1909, she appeared before the Central Labor Council to deliver a blistering attack
on local and state authorities who had refused to enforce the laws against child labor.
“There is but one effective measure left for Organized Labor,” she said, “and that is to get
equal suffrage for men and women, and with a united labor vote destroy the political en-
trenchments of powerful labor exploiters.”34 Three weeks later the council backed a reso-
lution presented by Noel and endorsed by the American Federation of Labor urging all
union workers to demand women’s enfranchisement. Noel led the city’s labor movement
to the forefront of the statewide fight for equal suffrage and helped keep it there for two
and a half years.35

One weakness of the L.A. campaign, however, was the failure of most progressive
women’s groups to work in tandem with socialists and pro-suffrage unions. “Unfortu-
nately the California suffragists are largely composed of society women who would
rather be always voteless than join hands with wage-workers,” the Citizeh rued in 1907.36
Dismissing these suffragists as “society women” was unfair, for most were middle-class
reformers driven by a desire to change the power equation between women and men.
They buttonholed, exhorted, and prodded voters to the polls with an aggressiveness rarely
displayed by ladies bountiful. But the Citizen’s basic charge hit the mark: few progressive
suffragists crossed the class divide. That is the principal reason Noel persuaded the Cen-
tral Labor Council to organize a Wage Earners’ Suffrage League,37 which rallied workers
of both sexes behind the reform and worked closely with the Socialist Party. “The enfran-
chisement of women has always been an insistent demand of the Socialist,” declared the
party’s Aug. 6, 1911 platform. “This party was an active factor in securing the submis-

sion of the 1911 [state] suffrage amendment, and for its success the full party organiza-

tion is constantly enlisted.”38

105



A second weakness was the uneven support male progressives gave the campaign.
The statewide Lincoln-Roosevelt League, founded in Los Angeles in May, 1907, listed
women’s suffrage as one of its original planks but never made it an organizing priority.
“[M]any male progressives felt uncomfortable with women in politics, a discomfort illus-
trated by the limited support the men gave to the fight for women’s suffrage,” Gayle Gul-
let has observed. “Male progressives pushed the California legislature of 1911 to pass a
constitutional amendment giving women the vote so the issue would come before the
male electorate; after that, male reformers generally gave women’s suffrage a minimum
amount of attention.”39

Like the first weakness described above, this one was partially overcome by the
emergence of a new organization--L.A.’s Political Equality League--which joined the
Votes for Women Club as a spearhead for reform. Describing itself as “a men’s league
for woman suffrage,” it set out to convince male voters in Los Angeles that “a motherless
state suffers the same loss as a motherless home.” Its leaders included Judge Waldo York,
T.E. Gibbon, Lee C. Gates, Katherine Edson, John R. Haynes, Mrs. R.L. Craig, Mrs.
Shelly Tolhurst, and other notable progressives.40 The league, believing it needed to
counteract a likely negative vote in San Francisco and Alameda County, threw its ener-
gies into hundreds of public meetings, handed out “Votes for Women” buttons and ban-
ners throughout the city, lobbied the leaders of civic, professional, religious, and business
organizations, and cultivated the California press. It also distributed nearly 100,000 leaf-
lets and over 60,000 pamphlets ranging from 8 to 20 pages each in 1911.41 Other suf-
frage groups, predominantly socialist, canvassed door-to-door, staged plays, and put up
billboards and electric signs. One imaginative group rained leaflets down on Chutes
amusement park from a balloon 2,000 feet aloft.42

Lending credence to the suffrage organizations were the demonstrated political com-
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petence of reformers like Noel, Edson, Caroline Severance, and Mary Gibson, and the
growing participation of women in the local labor force. “The old idea that the sphere of
woman is in the home is being exploded by conditions...,” the Union Labor News de-
clared in 1906. “Not only is woman a factor in industry, but she is destined to become a
still greater factor. She is being used not only to supplant men in many branches of indus-
try, but new fields are being opened up where she is surely gaining control,”43 Noel con-
stantly reminded male unionists about this long-range trend dating back to the Civil .War.
“Whatever prejudice men may have against women as wage earners,” she told the 1910
state labor federation meeting in Los Angeles, “it must be admitted thét the over-
whelming number of women employed in the labor market is conclusive evidence that
women wage earners are here to stay, and must therefore be reckoned with as a perma-
nent condition which men of labor can no longer ignore.”#4 In the five or six years lead-
ing up to the 1911 suffrage vote, the Central Labor Council and its unions set out to orga-
nize women in the garment, printing, hospitality, telephone, cannery, clerical, garment,
and laundry trades.45 Its efforts met with spotty success, but a Rubicon had been crossed.
With many L.A. homes now requiring two incomes, and with unions traditionally de-
manding equal pay for equal work, organized male workers could no longer defend the
old political division of labor. The election results suggest that many of their non-union
counterparts felt the same way.

On October 10, 1911, women’s suffrage met its expected rebuff in San Francisco and
barely squeaked by with a 3,587-vote lead statewide. Well over half that winning margin
came from Los Angeles, where the balloting was 15,000 for, 13,000 against despite the
opposition of the Times, the M&M, and other business groups.4® The amendment fared
best on the workingclass east side. “[P]recincts that gave women the largest majorities, as

a rule, were those where the working men make their homes,” reported the L.4. Tribune.
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Heavily populated by union families, the Labor Temple’s precinct voted for it almost two

to one. The wealthy west side, where most progressives lived, opposed suffrage.47

Progressive men did not carry the day for women’s suffrage--progressive and work-
ingclass women, by organizing, and union workers, by voting, did. “Privately [Gov.]
Johnson agonized over the suffrage victory,” says Guilet. “‘The more I think of the situa-
tion with regard to woman’s suffrage,” he wrote political activist Meyer Lissner, ‘the
more | think [this is]...something that will ultimately destroy us.” No doubt Johnson
meant that women’s enfranchisement would destroy the popularity of progressivism
among male voters, although he might also have feared that it would destroy male hege-
mony in politics.”48

Johnson was likely alarmed by the exuberance with which newly franchised women
rushed into the electoral arena. Between October IO‘and November 9, 1911, 81,843 of
them registered to vote in Los Angeles. They were signed up exclusively by volunteer
registrars--the city lacking the funds to do s0.49 This process took place at a fateful mo-
ment, shortly before that year’s mayoral elections. Women who registered could not par-
ticipate in the October 31 primary but were eligible to vote in the December 5 general
election.

Socialist candidate Job Harriman, backed by his party and organized labor, shocked
the city when he handily won the primary election over four other candidates, outpolling
his nearest rival, Mayor George Alexander, by 19,816 to 16,712 votes..50 During the next
five weeks women entered the voting lists. That epochal fact, superimposed on furious
organizing by progressives and the Old Guard for Alexander and by labor and the social-
ists for Harriman, tripled the turncut for the general election. On December 5 Alexander
defeated Harriman by 85,741 to 51,776 votes.51

Many contemporary observers and most historians of the next 75 years pinned this
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remarkable turnabout on confessions that two iron worker leaders, John and James Mc-
Namara, gave just before the election to the sensational 1910 bombing of the L.A4. Times.
This explanation eventually ran aground on statistical evidence that few Harriman sup-
porters had abandoned him after the confessions. In 1988, Joseph Kraft offered a new
theory: women had voted against Harriman in great enough numbers to cost him the elec-
tion.52 But this view, too, was problematic. Old Guard and Progressive candidates re-
ceived 56% of the votes in the primary and 62% of the votes in the general election. Kraft
estimated that 55% of the voters in December 5 were women. In “Gender and Ideology:
The Socialist Party and the Women’s Vote in the 1911 Los Angeles Mayoral Election,”
James Ingram and Katherine Underwood ask the pertinent question: “If the women’s
share of the vote increased by 55%, and they voted for Alexander as Kraft implies, then
why does the anti-Harriman vote only increase by 6%7?°53 |

The answer, say Ingram and Underwood, is that women did nbt cast their ballots dis-
proportionately for Alexander. We have already seen one piece of evidence: during the
suffrage fight, progressive and labor-socialist women had campaigned largely from sepa-
rate camps. That division did not fade away after October 10. While most members of the
Votes for Women Club favored Alexander, women in the Wage Earners’ Suffrage
League almost certainly voted for Harriman.5¢ “The reality of the post-suffrage move-
ment did not support...a positive assessment of female unity,” observed Sherry Katz in
“Dual Commitments,” her 1992 UCLA dissertation. “Because of the intense conflict
among women during the Los Angeles municipal campaign, Helen Bary, a socialist/labor
sympathizer, concluded that the ‘dream of solidarity among women...[was] destined to be
relegated to the land of dreams.’”%5

Rather than rely on political conjecture, however, Ingram and Underwood ran a series

of multivariate ecological regressions on precinct data from the 1911 election and the
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U.S. population censuses of 1900, 1910, and 1920. They found that while the Harriman
vote dwindled as the number of women in a precinct rose, regressions for gender; nativ-
ity, party, and class make it clear “that gender exercises no independent influence on the
1911 vote....The voting patterns ook the same with women voting as without.”%6

Ingram and Underwood do not state in any detail how they determined “class,” which
ranks second only to party membership as a predictor of a precinct’s vote. Their tables
offer clues, however, Listed as key variables are homecwnership, tenaricy, illiteracy, and
schooling.57 If these in combination are meant to convey class, they are poor indicators
indeed. L.A.’s 1908 Great Register of Voters gives the occupation of every registrant and
would be a far better guide to the class of male voters. Since most women lived in house-
holds with men, a reasonable set of calculations could have been wdrked out for the class
of women in a given precinct. Manuscript censuses might also have provided occupa-
tional data.

As it stands, the Ingram/Underwood analysis does not prove gender was a nullity in
1911. “Approximately 70,000 women voted in the Los Angeles mayoral election, casting
a slightly greater number of ballots. than men,” said Katz. “The. California Social-
Democrat believed that approximately 36,500 of Harriman’s 51,500 votes [also an ap-
proximation] were cast by women, while the New York Call set that figure at 31,500. If
these figures are accurate between 45 and 52 percent of all women who cast their ballots
voted for Harriman, while he secured only 39 percent of the vote overall.” Katz con-
cluded that the question of women’s vote for or against Harriman in 1911 “remains un-
solved.”s8

What did organized workers think had happened? Few publiciy blamed the McNa-
mara confessions. Three days after the election the city’s labor newspaper expressed what

was probably a workingclass consensus: “The Citizen does not deny that the women
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played the deciding part in the election,” it said, “but it does not regret its advocacy of
women’s suffrage. That woman used her vote against those who gave it to her is not
nearly as important as the fact that she has that which is rightfully hers.”® There was
petulance and patronization in this remark (the suffrage was something women fought for
and earned, not a gift men gave them), but it affirmed the democratic sea-change that had

swept across Los Angeles and California.

* % d Kk d Kk K ‘

Women’s suffrage aside, the net effect of the progressive electoral intervention was
to nudge political power toward the best organized, most moneyed classes who could
lobby city hall, set up precinct operations, wage citywide campaigns, and push voters
through the ever more balky election turnstiles. Organized labor met some of these re-
quirements; middle- and upper-class progressives met them all. Faced with the loss of
ward-based leverage and the chance to participate in most runoff elections, the wor-
kingclass and its parties bore the brunt of these “class-free,” “non-partisan” reforms. Only

their considerable resilience, rooted in the vision they had of a more democratic Los An-

geles, kept them enthusiastically hammering away at the forge of citybuilding.

The Civil Service
A weekly Citizen correspondent for Shinglers Union No. 2 surveyed “progressive”

Los Angeles in May, 1912 drew a hard lesson:

“The American working class...has been taught that there {are] no class distinctions in this coun-
try. This thing has been drilled into the workers from infancy till it has become an indisputable
fact to most of them. The majority of the working class still holds this opinion in spite of the eve-
ryday glaring demonstrations of class rule in our courts and legislative bodies.”

Pointedly, he gave this example:

“Civil service reform got the united support of the class. What did the class get? Can yeu an-
swer?” 60

Whatever their class-consciousness, the city’s public workers could have answered
without hesitation, for L.A’s decade-old civil service had intruded on their lives more

sharply than any other progressive reform. Their opinion of it was mixed. By making it
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harder for city departments to hire and fire employees at will, based largely on favoritism,
the civil service had brought them an unprecedented degree of job security. But it was
also the golden cage in which clockwork discipline increasingly ruled their labor and
weakened the small leverage they once possessed to negotiate wages, hours, and working
conditions. Moreover, in progressive hands, civil service rules had taken on a magical
now-you-see-it, now-you-don’t character: they were forcefully applied when it was op-
portune to do so, set aside or ignored when it was not. The distinction had everything to
do with the reformers’ quest both to rationalize the city workforce in the name of effici-
ency and to lower its cost in the name of municipal growth.

Like the 1902 direct democracy amendments, the civil service system adopted by
voters that same year had a braided origin which most historians have reduced to a single
progressive strand. Willard’s League for Better City Government campaigned for a civil
service as an anti-machine measure in 1896, but so did the Christian Socialist Union Re-
form League in 1898 and the Union Labor Party (ULP) in 1902. Public employment had
been thoroughly corrupted by the spoils system, ULP leaders declared. Organized work-
ers, who benefited far less from patronage than is generally assumed, were just as deter-
mined as progressives to rid municipal offices of favoritism and they voted accordingly
in the 1902 charter election.®!

It was the Municipal League, however, that drove the campaign for civil service into
its final stages. “Whatever you do,” Willard’s new organization urged Angelenos, “vote
for...Amendment 15--Civil Service Reform.” They did so lopsidedly, passing the
amendment by a 4 to 1 majority. Under its terms, centralized personnel administration
run by an unpaid five-member appointed board made its first appearance in Los Angeles.
City jobs were meticulously subdivided and classified. Successful applicants had to score
well in competitive e?cams and survive a six-month probationary trial. “Except for certain

specified exempt positions including elected officers, commissioners, employees of the
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Board of Education and attorneys, unskilled laborers employed by the day and physi-
cians, all employees of the city were placed under civil service,” reported Burton L.
Hunter, a municipal historian of the 1930s. Policemen, pelicewomen, and firemen were
also excluded, but in a 1904 follow-up election voters brought all public safety and un-
skilled labor jobs into the system.52

John R. Haynes sat on the Board of Civil Service Commissioners from its creation in
1902 to 1915 and served as its president for several of those years. He outdid even
Willard and Lissner in his zeal for impartial, efficient labor relations in city departments.
During his tenure the board’s successful 1906-07 effdrt to exempt aqueduct workers from
civil service protection had dire consequences that Haynes may not have foreseen, among
them the chronic underpayment, arbitrary firings, and blacklisting of laborers, miners,
and mechanics along the big ditch, their diet of stale and often rotten food at commis-
saries run for profit by the city’s contractor, and the resulting unwillingness of some buil-
ding trades unions and workers to support any public ownership proposal while progres-
sives held power. Haynes was, after organized labor, the most resolute defender of public
ownership in Los Angeles; the aqueduct exemption may have haunted him once he real-
ized its political cost. (This chain of events is closely examined in Chapter 11.)

Installing civil service in the charter was only a first step toward a new system of mu-
nicipal labor relations. More notable than the reform itself was the way progressives at
city hall and the various city departments chose to enforce, amend, or ignore it. They
made it abundantly clear, for example, that guaranteeing public wofkers a decent standard
of living was not one of the goals they wished to pursue through the civil service.

The Attack cn Wages

An carly sign of their intentions surfaced in 1907, whenthe city councii’s four non-
partisans backed an attempt by the Public Works Board to cut sireet sweepers’ wages

from $2.25 to $2.00 a day; they also denounced state legislation that would set a $3.00
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wage floor under publicly employed day laborers. Hobnobbing in a kind of rich man’s
club with the Merchants’ and Manufacturers’ Association, the Public Works commissio-
ners and nonpartisans recoiled almost viscerally against the idea of a public minimum
wage in the classified civil service. A wealthy nonpartisan on the council, Niles Pease,
called the sweepers’ wage “exorbitant.”63

Stiff resistance from “Bloody ‘Ate’” (eighth-ward) councilman Barney Healy and his
four old-guard colleagues thwarted the 1907 wage cuts, but the Public Works Board pur-
sued them again a year later. Its president, D.K. Edwards, told the council that since he
was paying aqueduct workers only $2.00 a day “under conditions much more severe than
in Los Angeles, and where the expense of living is higher,” it made no sense for down-
town laborers to earn 25 cents more. This line of reasoning, with its foretaste of 1990s-
style “globalization”, failed to impress the city’s organized workers. From the eastside, in
union meetings, editorials, and petitions, arose a chorus of protest that had its intended
effect. Seventh-ward councilman Henry Lyons joined Healy in damning the cuts. “It gets
on my nerves when some members of the council bring up this matter and always speak
of reducing the poor man’s salary--the $2 or $3 a day man,” said Lyons. “Why don’t they
lower the salaries of the $150 and $200 a month men if they are going to lower any at
all?” 64

This fime not even the nonpartisans found it prudent to vote with the Public Works
Board. Under the reform regimes of 1909-13, however, the council exerted a steady
downward pressure on the income of city employees. This pressure- continued through
1913-15 after progressives and Old Guard Republicans banded together in a Municipal
Conference to oppose a labor-socialist electoral threat; the Conference lost the mayoralty
in June, 1913 but elected four of its council candidates. They often commanded a council
majority.

It was during this period of self-inflicted progressive decline that the episode most
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telltale of both reformers’ and Old Guard attitudes toward workers occurred. In Januéry,
1914, a Central Labor Council delegation visited the city council’s finance committee to
seek a union or ‘living” wage scale for all city employees. Its petition outragéd city coun-
cil president Frederick J. Whiffen, one of the successful Municipal Conference candi-
dates. When Whiffen declared that he would not let “outsiders” dictate to the council, the
lone socialist lawmaker, Fred Wheeler, upbraided him. “I must take exception to the
president’s remarks,” he said. “We are dictated to a thousand times a day. If these men,
who represent more people than all the civic bodies put together, have not the right to
come to this council and ask for what they want and what they deem right without being
charged with “dictating,” I am at a loss to understand why.”63

Reneging on Job Security

Holding down wages in city departments and bureaus created a political dynamic that
reinforced the open shop movement’s longstanding effort to suppress wages in private
industry. So did the progressive retreat from the job security promised by civil service
reform. Employment safeguards came under concerted fire by departmental managers in
1911. In language dear to the heart of L.A.’s progressives, George H. Dunlop noted that
proposed charter amendment No. 3 would give city department heads a “more efficient”
way to fire public workers. Progressives rallied the public behind the measure in early
1911, and on March 6 voters approved it. 66

Under charter amendment No. 3 department heads could and did dismiss any city
employee who failed the test of efficiency or whom they merely disliked. Previously, to
rid themselves of unwanted workers, managers had to win the consent of the Civil Serv-
ice Commission. Amendment No. 3 shifted the onus to the fired employees: they now
had to beg the commission to revoke their dismissals. A number of city workers were let
go soon after March 6. When deputy city attorney Myron Westover had them reinstated

with back pay on the grounds that they were hired under an implied contract of employ-
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ment whose terms predated Amendment No. 3, he was overruled by his boss, city attor-
ney John Shenk.67 Two years later progressives named Shenk their mayoral candidate,

The right to fire “unworthy” public workers made strange bedfellows. Almost alone
among progressives Haynes upheld the rights of labor, but his hostility to patronage led
him to defend Amendment No. 3 at least as firmly as labor foes like Shenk. In February,
1913, as the Civil Service Commission’s top officer, he reminded a skeptical city council
that the power to fire employees was a feature of every civil service in the country.%8

The Workingclass Approach to Civil Service

The contrast between the Los Angeles city and county civil service regimens could
not have been more sharply drawn. While unions endorsed the former in 1902--a step
they later rued--they actively helped draft and campaign for the county system ten years
later. W.A. Engle of Musicians Local 47 and A.M. Salyer, a Socialist Party veteran,
worked in tandem on that year’s county charter-writing board. Their intent was twofold:
to create an anti-patronage civil service that both unions and progressives could support,
and to embed it in a charter whose labor safeguards could not possibly have flowed from
a progressive pen.

“The civil service provisions,” reported the Citizen, “were advocated so that the
county government might be freed from the pernicious spoils system which had previous-
ly prevailed and by which the worker always got the worst of it.” The labor provisions
brought to fruition wage, hour, and workrule reforms which L.A. unions had sought for
20 years only to see them nipped in the bud by Old Guard and progressive regimes alike.
Section 45 barred county managers from discriminating on the basis of sex in hiring or
pay; Section 46 mandated the eight-hour day for “mechanics and others engaged in man-
ual labor”; Section 47 ordered the Board of Supervisors to afford all employees in the
classified civil service an income “at least equal to the prevailing salary or wage for the

same quality of service rendered to private persons”; Section 48 guaranteed workers em-
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ployed by the county for at least one year an annual two-week vacation; Section 49 pro-
hibited unpaid forced labor--in other words chain gangs--as a penalty for the commission
of public offenses. On Nov. 5, 1912, Angelenos adopted the new county charter, in-
_cluding its civil service and labor reforms, by a vote of 37,350 to 29,102, 69

Paradox of “The Best Men”

From the earliest days of the twentieth century Willard and his reform colleagues de-
nounced the succession of dull or corrupt politicians who had stunted L.A.’s develop-
ment, and they held out a vision of a city run by its “best men”--namely themselves. The
“best men” presumption wove through contemporary accounts as notably as its twin,
“progressive,” and it is a marvel that Willard et. al. did not notice or care how self-
congratulatory it was.”® Nonpartisanship, to them, meant the elevation of the city’s nob-
lest manhood to public office no matter if the aspirant was “a republican or a democrat, a
Methodist or a Presbyterian, an Elk or an Odd Fellow, a banker or a baker.” 71

Why had the best men not stepped forward as civic leaders by the turn of the century,
except in the Free Harbor fight? Reformers proposed a threefold answer: the spoils sys-
tem, ward voting, and party nominating conventions. The spoils system awarded public
offices tovfriends and political allies regardless of their abilities. Ward voting gave undue
weight to eastside workingclass voters who allegedly did the bidding of the Southern Pa-
cific. Party conventions narrowed voters’ choices to Republican and Democratic candi-
dates chosen by that selfsame railroad machine. Small wonder, explained the L.4. Exam-
iner, “that the best men, who under other conditions would be willing to serve the public,
remain aloof and refuse to lower their manhood by seeking office at such great cost to
their self-respect.”72

Between 1902 and 1909 progressives swept aside these obstacles to their rightful
place in the firmament by winning support for three structural reforms. The first of these,

the civil service, replaced sinecures for friends and allies with supposedly objective ex-
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ams testing the qualifications of public job-seekers. The second and third referms tipped
the electoral scales westward and upward in class, assuring a greater flow of progressive
candidates into city offices.

The civil service was only seven years old when, on Jan. 2, 1910, one of the best of
the best men stepped forward to condemn it root and branch. John D. Works, a product of
the L.A. Chamber of Commerce, top officer of the prestigious City Club, head of the
blue-ribbon committee that named George Alexander to run his recall race against Mayor
Harper, and victorious candidate in the progressives’ December, 1909 sweep of city
council seats, had been elected president of the new council only moments before he rose
to speak. Revered by reformers, he lashed out against their most prized institution. “This
city has been under misrule for many years,” he said. “The offices are filled with em-
ployes selected by favor, and often at the behest of a corrupt and unprincipled political
machine, and not upon their merits or qualifications for the positions...”

Were these not the very evils the civil service was supposed to prevent? Its governing
board featured a Who’s Who list of progressive notables that included John R. Haynes,
Free Harbor veteran W.A. Spalding, and at least three charter members of the 1906 non-
partisan movement. But apparently they had allowed the Old Guard to infiltrate the Civil
Service Commission’s lower echelons, where its agents were now entrenched. President

Works had them in mind;

“It might be reasonably have been expected that the Civil Service Commission would supply
better men, and insure better service, in the conduct of the city’s affairs. But, like every other de-
partment of the city, it has, in great part, been the product of the political machine, and under its
influence.

“It has not been a success, and never will be until it is entirely free from such influences and is
composed of men who will conduct the examinations it is called upon to make without fear or fa-
vor, and with the sole object of securing as competent and reliable employes for the city as they
would if selecting men to conduct their own business.” 73

Works had stumbled on the classic progressive conundrum. It went something like

this: To thrive, Los Angeles had to be managed by its best men. That this did not happen
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was the fault of a political system based on spoils. Only a civil service, properly adminis-
tered, could guarantee a government of the best men. But in Los Angeles the institution
had failed its mission because it was poorly staffed and riddled with mediocrity. Only a
government of the best men could save the civil service.

Does this reasoning resemble a maze with no exit, a cat chasing its tail? It defines a
riddle the progressives created but could not solve. Neither free market ideologues like
Otis nor workingclass activists like Curly Grow, Fred Wheeler, and W.A. Engle trapped
themselves in such circular logic. They were straightforward class warriors who had no
illusion that the “best men” could create the best possible government and freeze it in
time. L.A.’s progressives, on the other hand, believed they and the institutions they cre-
ated could still the class conflict that raged around them. “From above come the problems
of predatory wealth,” they declared. “From below come the problems of poverty and of
pigheaded and brutish criminality.””* The progressives imagined they were the quiet eye
of the storm. It was a clever trick they played on themselves.

Other Structural Reforms

Two further reforms, one successful, the other failed, are worth noting for what they

tell us about the progressive view of local government.

Public Utilities Commission

In 1909 the Municipal League drafted an ordinance creating a Public Utilities Com-
mission, or Board, to regulate the rates and practices of electric railways, gas, electric,
and telephone companies, and other publicly franchised utilities. This draft was presented
to the city council. Although nonpartisans held four of the council’s nine seats, it rejected
the measure. The League promptly drummed up thousands of signatures on an initiative
petition. Voters, fed up with high gas rates and poor railway service, approved the Public
Utilities Commission on December 7.75

During the citywide election campaign that fall the Good Government Organization
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joined the League in building support for the initiative. Its president, Meyer Lissner, was
also chief architect of Mayor Alexander’s re-election. Alexander rewarded him by nam-
ing him chair of the new three-member utilities commission. Obeying a progréssive im-
pulse that was still novel in 1909 but is pro forma now, Lissner hired a panel of utility
experts to study the city’s utilities and make recommendations. The experts persuaded
Lissner that electric and telephone rates were too low, and the commission urged the city
council to raise them. This seemingly modest step opened a breach in progressive ranks
that never quite healed. Facing a public outcry against the proposed increases, the council
refused to adopt them. When Mayor Alexander not only backed the council’s position but
called for city distribution of the aqueduct’s hydropower as well, Lissner and his two
Public Utilities Commission colleagues resigned. Other pragressjves, most notably
Willard, refused to desert the mayor and continued to view the commission as a reform
“of great value to the city.”7%

A year after the resignations Willard and the Municipal League led a movement to
force electric railways to show their books to the commission’s investigators. They pre-

vailed on the city council to pass the following ordinance:

“Section 1.-The Board of Public Utilities shall fix all fares to be charged by sireet and interur-
ban railway cars within the city limits, during July, 1912, and in April every third year thereafter.

“Section 2.—Street and interurban railway corporations must furnish to Board of Public Utilities
in April, 1912, and in January every succeeding year, a statement under oath of amount received
for conveyance of passengers within the city limits during the year preceding, and verified state-
ment of expenses, together with inventory of franchises, rolling stock, tracks, wires, poles, and all
other equipment used for passenger traffic, showing actual cost and present cash value of such
property, and a statement of stock and bond issues. ” 77

Having lost the fight at city hall, the railways waged a successful referendum drive

e

that froze the ordinance and left its ultimate fate in the hands of the voters. ‘““The street car

companies do not object to the city officials looking into their books now or at any time,”
reported the Municipal News, “but what the companies do object to is the furnishing to

the city of information from the books that can be used for no cther purpose than to re-
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duce rates.”’® It is highly unlikely that the railways would ever willingly have bared their
financial innards to public scrutiny, but they had a point about rates. According to their
franchises, the maximum fare they could charge most passengers within city limits was
five cents. Therefore the only adjustments the Public Utilities Commission might make
would be downward ones.

Willard brushed this argument aside. “This form of business enterprise,” he said, “en-
joys privileges granted by the public that are of great value--the right to use public streets
and fhe power to condemn property when needed. It is a quasi-public concern; its behav-
ior is subject to regulation by public authority and its affairs should be open to inspec-
tion.””9 Most Angelenos agreed. On May 28, 1912--a day when more direct democracy
issues ran the gauntlet of public opinion than ever before in Los Angeles--they upheld the
ordinance by a vote of 21,085 to 11,662.80

No radical transformation of Henry Huntington’s electric railways or their rates fol-
lowed this election. The misnamed “Street Car Fare Ordinance” went as far as most pro-
gressives were willing to go toward reforming the capitalist market. It epitomized their
faith in regulation while distancing them both from labor activists and socialists and from
men like Haines W. Reed and John R. Haynes on their own left wing, all of whom fa-
vored municipal ownership over regulatory schemes that worked to protect the regulated
when théy worked at all.

Commission Government

If, along with a lizard’s leg the three witches of Macbeth had thrown at-large voting,
nonpartisanship, and the “best men” into their pot, they might have conjured up not
Shékespeare’s bloody child but commission government. Progressives pursued this re-
form in one shape or another from the 1890s to 1913, when they gave up the chase. Some
of its appeal stemmed from the fact that it encapsulated previous reforms while giving

them a gloss of businesslike efficiency. It institutionalized the best-men motif in five to
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nine nonpartisan commissioners, each elected at-large to the city council, each control-
ling a city department or function, each backed up by a staff of experts. In one version the
mayor was simply the commissioner charged with assigning his colleagues their tasks; in
another version the mayor’s office disappeared. The undemocratic features of the plan
attracted some Angelenos but repelled others. By eliminating several elective offices
while merging executive and legislative functions in a few commissioners, it centralized
power and insulated it to some extent from the citizenry.

“Proposals for municipal reform provoked heated debate,” says Amy Bridges, writing
specifically of western cities at the start of the 20th century. “The dominant themes of re-
formers’ arguments were the substitution of business for politics, government by virtuous
citizens, and the promise that reformed local government would be more conducive to
municipal growth. Opponents of reform saw in commissions and city managers autocratic
arrogations of power and argued for representation and democracy in local govern-
ment.”8!

Through his League for Better City Government, Willard drafted a charter amend-
ment embodying a strong-executive plan that pared the number of elective city offices
and authorized the mayor to set up administrative boards and commissions. It was sub-
mitted to the voters in 1897 and failed to pass.82 Ten years later an advisory committee
charged by Mayor Harper with framing a more modern charter studied the pioneering
commission governménts of Des Moines and Galveston.83 Nothing came of it, but the
experience of the two cities continued to fascinate L.A.’s reformers. Galveston had adop-
ted its new municipal structure in 1901, hoping it would speed its recovery from a disas-
trous tidal wave the year before. Des Moines was the first Iowa city to adopt a model city
charter drafted by the state legislature; it vested executive and legislative capacities in

five commissioners but hedged their power by granting the electorate direct democracy.
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Meyer Lissner praised both plans after the progressive electoral sweep of 1909, noting
that a similar reform in Los Angeles would do away with the city clerk, tax collector, and
other elected offices.8¢

Desultory talk finally turned to action in the winter of 1912, when the city council
named a “committee of representative citizens” to revise the charter along the lines of
commission government. Among the groups it first asked to send delegates were Liss-
ner’s Good Government Organization (Goo-Goos), the Realty Board, Chamber of Com-
merce, Municipal League, Women’s Progressive League, City Club, Women’s City Club,
Socialist Party, and Central Labor Council. When the invitations went out at the end of
F ébruary, however, the last two organizations had been dropped from the list. Mirabile
dfctu--progressive councilman Jerry Andrews objected to their inclusion on the grounds
that “politics” should not enter into the drafting of a charter!

As the Citizen noted with no little sarcasm, “representatives of the so-called Good
Government League and Municipal League, two of the most bitter partisan political or-
ganizations that ever held forth in any city in America,” were warmly welcomed onto the
citizens’ committee.85 The council instructed it to rough out a plan for commission gov-
ernment, expecting that an elected board of freeholders would put the final touches on
this work and the voters would endorse it by the end of the year.

Andrews and his colleagues failed to reckon with the consequences of excluding un-
ion representatives, however. Denounced by organized labor for their manifest bias, they
reluctantly appointed Carpenters Local No. 158 president Fred C. Wheeler to the commit-
tee in March. Wheeler not only agitated for labor planks at its meetings but led all other
candidates in balloting for the board of freeholders that summer, edging out Haynes,
Lissner, and other progressives.86 The Labor Council, still unwilling to trust the free-

holders, named its own committee to work with the socialists in a campaign either to send
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an acceptable draft charter to the voters or to defeat it at the polls.87

What would it have taken to satisfy the city’s unions? Not commission government.
They were neither avidly for it nor against it. If its concentration of authority alarmed
them, the existing progressive mayor and council form of government alarmed them at
least as much. Wheeler, with outside support from socialists and the Labor Council, did
manage to kill the nonpartisan requirement for commissioners and raise their number
from five to seven.®® But in a key freeholders’ debate Wheeler lost the amendment clos-
est to the heart of union activists and socialists--the sine qua non of their support for the
new charter. They called it proportional representation. (Chapters 8 and 11 deal at length
with labor’s tenacious struggle for proportional representation in the allotting of city
council seats.) Under this electoral system each party running candidates in a city election
would claim the number of council seats that most nearly matched their share of the total
vote. “Committees representing the Socialists and Union Labor Political Club...repea-
tedly appeared before the charter framers, asking that a clause declaring for proportional
representation be incorporated,” reported the Citizen. “This the framers did not do.” Liss-
ner led a successful attack against the reform, fearing it would place socialists on the
council .8

An unusual aspect of the ensuing election was Fred Wheeler’s support for the draft
charter. Though the other freeholders had snubbed his bid for proportional voting, he was
impressed by their willingness to strengthen the city’s intervention in the market, espe-
cially through the right to run a variety of municipal enterprises if so instructed by the
voters. The charter was “admittedly far from perfect when considered from the working-
man’s point of view,” he said, but it conferred a broad range of power on the city. “We
got absolutely everything we asked for in that direction, even to the right of the city to

invade that holy of holies of the plutocrats, the banking business.... When representatives
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of the powers that be in Los Angeles calmly sit in their seats and vote to perfnit the city to
engage in any business that a private individual, firm or corporation may transact, it is no
exaggeration to sat that ‘the world do move’.” Wheeler and his alternate on the board of
freeholders, Typographical No. 174 president Ralph Criswell, urged their friends in the
Union Labor Political Club to back the charter for what it contained, net oppose it for
what it lacked. But the defeat of proportional representation was a pill too bitter to swal-
low. Neither the club nor the Central Labor Council endorsed the charter.%0

On election day, December 3, 1912, Angelenos rejected the new chértér by a vote of
more than two to one. Hostility to the concentration of power in a smél] body of commis-
sioners clearly weighed on voters’ minds, but it was not the sole reason for the landslide
defeat. Labor leaders and socialists claimed that the freeholders’ refusal to support pro-
portional representation had doomed the charter. Workers had voted with their feet, de-
clared Rev. Thomas W. Williams. “Had the Meyer Lissner crowd iistened to the demand

of the socialists and made provisions for proportional representation, there is not a doubt

but that the charter would have carried.”9!
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4, |
Social Reform: The Workers’ Welfare That Wasn’t

“The growth pursued by developmental reformers was thought by some of them to depend on the
cheap labor of the surplus army of the unemployed, and social reform could not be allowed to take
away the advantage that unorganized and needy labor gave Los Angeles over San Francisco.” --

James W. Ingram III I

Two groups grappled with the social deficiencies of Los Angeles a century ago: pro-
gr'essives and labor activists. Among progressives a handful of reformers proposed to
sanitize and eventually replace the city’s notorious house-courts, grow its meager stock
of parks, draft a businesslike school curriculum, launch a school funch program, fund
public job agencies, and create a welfare system based on the principai of “least relief.”
Organized labor had no more interest than progressives in broadly applied social provi-
sion. Instead, with middling success, it concentrated its fire on several well-defined wage,
hour, gender, worker’s compensation,? and child labor issues. Hindsight informs us that
by the 1930s these issues, along with least relief, would play a major role in American
social policy, but during the progressive era they had a tentative, exploratory character.
“If structural and moral reform played second fiddle to developmental éfforts, social re-
form didn’t even make it into the orchestra,” political historian James W. Ingram says of
Los Angeles. “Local anti-picketing ordinances actively suppressed organized labor, and
the Municipal Housing Commission and Social Service Commission were aimed at regu-
lating tenements and coordinating private charitable efforts rather than creating a local
welfare state. Social reform....was not a local priority for Los Angeles reformers.”3

Indeed, most L.A. progressives believed a high social wage distributed through wel-
fare provision and protective labor laws would erode the city’s growth just as ruinously
as high wages paid by private enterprise. Did social reforms constitute a social wage? It is

useful to think of them that way. Some of the surplus created by L.A.’s workers--that
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fraction of their product for which they received no compensation--flowed to local and
state government through taxes, bond investments, tolls, fees, and other types of revenue.
A much greater portion flowed into the property and consumption of capitalists, but that
is not our concern here. From the increment captured by government a hotly contested
pittance (relative to city infrastructure, industrial and development subsidies, law enforce-
ment, the bureaucracy, etc.) funded welfare provisions and statutory protections for the
working and middle classes. This was the social wage. Iﬁ Los Angeles during the pro-
gressive years it was doled out stingily by Old Guard and reform city councilmen alike.

The social wage had two parts--one returning value specifically to werkers, the other
benefiting a broader swath of society; one centered on the workplace, the other on con-
sumption; one regulatory, the other provisionary; one demanded by unions above all, the
other by transitory cross-class coalitions that sometimes included labor. Union activists,
in other words, were the most consistent social reformers in Los Angeles a century ago,
but they did not see themselves that way. Nor did they seem to mind that progressives
wore the mantle of reform as their exclusive garb.

We first consider the social wage returned to workers in the form of wage, hour, and

child labor laws.

Higher Wages, Shorter Workdays

Second only to a low rate of unionization, low pay was the crowning glory of L.A.’s
open shop. A draconian wage system forced everyone from skilled tradesmen to clerks,
teamsters and laborers into a losing race against the local cost of living and the earnings
of workers in San Francisco. The Bay City paid carpenters $5 a day in 1907 while Los
Angeles begrudged them $4. Teamsters driving four-horse drays earned $4 in the north,
only $3 in Los Angeles.# The skilled wage gap between the two cities widened over the

next seven years, reaching $1.25 a day for painters and $3.00 for iron workers. “In no
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other large city of the nation are such low wages paid, all things considered, as are paid
here,” declared the Citizen.’

The situation was even bleaker outside the skilled trades, especially for women work-
ers. A June, 1913 report issued by the city’s industrial commission offered a wealth of
evidence for a poverty of means. The commission looked at costs of food, clothing, hous-
ing, medical care, transportation, and incidentals, added meager set-asides for old age and
periods of unemployment, and found that $2 a day would barely support an average Los
Angeles family while $4 would provide a minimal “living wage”. Not counting teena-
gers, who were widely hired in violation of the state’s labor code, it found that 15 percent
of the city’s male workers and 60 percent of its women workers earned under $2 a day.
Over 300 sales clerks, cashiers, wrappers, and couriers working at five department stores
received less than $1. “The suffering, deprivation and disappointment which these inade-
quate wages indicate must be very great,” observed the commission.6 |

The strongest downward pressure on wages came from the large reserve army of job-
less and semi-employed labor that Otis and his colleagues worked energetically to recruit.
This army, drawn from all points of the compass but especially from the East and Mid-
west, rendered silent service to other weapons in the open shop arsenal: blacklisting un-
ion sympathizers, hiring shopfloor spies, imposing yellow-dog contracts, hiring police as
strikebreakers, and funding struck companies, to name a few. Female operators hired by
the Home and Sunset Telephone companies started work at $5 a week on the chance of
advancing to $6 if they made that company’s “role of honor”. Likewise the labor news-

paper Citizen discovered in 1907 that

“a large proportion of the millinery business is done by ‘apprentices’ who do not receive one cent for
their services. With the bait that ‘after you learn the trade you can make from $6 to $9 a week--and
even more, if your work is catchy and stylish’ --poor and needy girls are enticed to ‘apprentice’
themselves without wages for from two to six months, in one of the several large establishments on
Broadway or Spring street. In a majority of the cases, the proprietor finds that the girl who has
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trimmed tens of dozens of hats sold over the store’s counters in the course of her months of weary
apprenticeship, ‘is not fitted for the business’ and consequentiy she is ‘let out’ just before the arrival
of the first pay day.” 7 S

Even if we give progressives the benefit of the doubt and assume they found some of
these open-shop tactics to be abusive in the exireme, they clearly did not consider them
targets for reform. It was the organization of workers, not of empleyers, that men like
Willard and Lissner worried about. Blacklists, lockouts, zero-wage “apprenticeships,”
and other anti-union measures were proposed to or imposed on employers and meti-
culously enforced by an interlocking directorate of trade asscciations, the Citizens’ Alli-
ance, and the M&M. Progressives, for all their protestations of class neutrality, were
much more likely to rebuke unions than challenge this phalanx of open-shop forces.
Campaign for a Minimum Public Wage

It was thus left to workers themselves to seek legislatiIVe relief from the low-wage sys-
tem. They did so more cautiously and sporadically than quem readers might suppose.
Starting in the 1890s, Populists, Knights, Socialists, and the Council of Labor called for a
minimum of two dollars per eight-hour day on public works. Typographers spurred the
1896 city council to adopt a policy whereby department heads signed contracts only with
businesses that paid “full” wages, but this simultaneously bold and nebulous stand did not
survive a blistering counterattack by private contractors.® The Council of Labor finally
prodded the city council to specify the eight-hour day (and two-dollar wage) on public
projects at the turn of the century. Backed by the city’s unions, public employees and the
employees of city contractors made painfully small wage gains over the next decade;
street sweepers, as we have seen, were earning just $2.25 a day when they came under
fire from progressive cost-cutters in 1907.

While the L.A. Central Labor Council, its predecessors,’ and its affiliates often agi-

tated for higher public wages, it never occurred to them to demand a charter-driven or
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legislated floor under wages in private industry. They made a clear distinction between
local government as an employer and local govemment as a regulatory instrument backed
by the police power. In the first instance, they prodded the mayor, city council, and
county supervisors to guarantee public employees the equivalent of a union wage, so as
not to drive down pay in the private sector. This demand met with frequent dis-
appointment, even after California imposed a $2 and later a $3 floor under some daily
municipal wages. In the second instance, unions opposed nearly all attempts by govern-
ment to set .groundrules for labor-management negotiations, believing, with most other
affiliates of the American Federation of Labor, that seating bureaucrats at the bargaining
table would strengthen the hand of employers. The lone exception, arrived at sporadically
and only after heated debate, was labor support for workplace legislation protecting wo-
men and children.

As the foregoing makes clear, L.A.’s labor activists devised a complicated and some-
what contradictory approach to government regulation of a fair day’s wage in the pro-
gressive era. This attitude played out in a number of interesting ways.

First, consider the perennial skirmish over the wages of public employees. Having
failed to nudge successive regimes toward a union scale, the Council of Labor danced no
victory jig at the turn of the century when the state ordered local governments to pay their
laborers at least $2 a day. Not only was this a stingy wage, but city and county officials
enforced it grudgingly when they enforced it at all. Their opinion of it was only slightly
higher than that of L.A. Superior Court Judge Waldo M. York, who declared the state law

unconstitutional in January, 1906. Said he:

“If a contractor or official is obliged to pay every employe $2 a day, he is, naturally, going to employ
only men who can earn $2 a day. The law making the $2 wage obligatory, therefore, discriminates
against those men who are so unfortunate as not to be able to do a full day’s work, and so I believe it
to be unconstitutional.” 10
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Waldo notwithstanding, early in 1907 state senator William H. Savage of San Pedro
drafted a bill to create a $3 minimum daily wage for California’s public day laborers. His
move reflected continuing labor agitation for the increase, and it appalled progressives on
the L.A. city council. At this moment of crisis, they locked arms with open-shop forces.
The anti-union Merchants’ and Manufacturers’ Association tock the first step. At the end

of January it petitioned the city council to oppose the bill on the grounds that
“such pay is excessive in view of the character of the work required and the hours engaged; that it
would be an exorbitant burden upon the taxpayers of the entire state;...that owing to the large in-
crease of expenditure it will greatly retard public improvements;...that it will be necessary, if the act

becomes a law, to reduce the number of laborers employed and deprive them of a means of liveli-
hood...”

A few days later Albert J. “Jerry” Wallace, a stockbroker and one of four non-partisans
elected to the council in 1906, asked his colleagues to condemn the Savage bill on the

grounds that

“such pay would be excessive in view of the character of the work required and the hours engaged;
that it would be an unjust and oppressive burden upon the taxpayers of the entire state; that owing to
the large increase of expenditure, it would greatly retard public improvements and result in reducing
the number of laborers now employed and depriving them of the means of livelihood.” 11

This stalwart of the local progressive movement felt so secure in the M&M’s embrace
that he borrowed its language almost verbatim, changing little but the tense. Though
Wallace had recently voted deputies in the Harper administration an aggregate $92,760
pay increase, he and six other councilmen urged the state senate to block the Savage bill.
Organized labor found no merit in the M&M’s argument. “Is the mining industry of Cali-
fornia, Nevada, Arizona, New Mexico, or Colorado curtailed because of the $3, $4, and
$5 a day wages paid pick-and-shovel men?” asked the Union Labor News. “No. On the
contrary, the volume of local business done by all kinds of merchants in mining districts
is much greater than in states where wages are but half of these sums.” Noting the sub-
stantial raises due city and county deputies and judges, Senator Savage asked the council

“in common sense and common decency, why you should oppose the payment of $3 per
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day to the laboring man....I cannot agree with your views in the matter, and I must do all
that I can to pass the measure...”12 In this effort he succeeded, and the $3 wage for public
day laborers became law.

The contradictions in labor’s view of government as a regulator of wages sharply col-
lided during the 1913-14 statewide campaign for a women’s minimum wage. A year ear-
lier, in 1912, the California State Building Trades Council under P.H. McCarthy had
agreed to sponsor an initiative fixing a statewide minimum wage and eight-hour day for
all workers; but it had quickly abandoned the project. “We must first gain control of the
federal gO\;emment,” said McCarthy. “Then it will be time to advocate such a law. Our
efforts now would be worse than useless.”'3 The women’s minimum had then come
quickly to the fore. It immediately drew the wrath of the San Francisco Labor Council,
most of its member unions, and some of the unions in Los Angeles.

Progressives, too, divided over this issue. A small left wing led by Haynes and a pla-
toon of California clubwomen led by Katherine Philips Edson advocated the new wage
law, but business-minded reformers close to the Chamber of Commerce demurred. Edson
was the indispensable mover and shaker. Long active in L.A. referm campaigns for pure
milk, the Australian ballot, and women’s suffrage, “she was ejected once from the legis-
lature as a lobbyist, denounced simultaneously by capital and labor, branded as a ‘female
politician,” and badgered by the Los Angeles Times.”14 In 1912 she was appointed a spe-
cial Southern California agent for the Bureau of Labor Statistics and immediately set out
to end sweatshop conditions for the state’s working women. Taking her minimum wage
campaign to the California Federation of Women’s Clubs, she secured the endorsement
of its Paso Robles convention. Edson had campaigned hard for Hiram Johnson in 1910
and now won his backing for a women’s minimum wage. During the 1913 legislative

session she and Helen Todd, a suffrage leader, drafted bills to thai end. Edson shrewdly
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deferred to Todd, solidifying the measure’s popular base of support. Passed by both
houses of the progressive legislature that spring and signed by Johnson, the new law es-
tablished an Industrial Welfare Commission with the power to set minimum wages,
maximum hours, and standard working conditions for women and children. The law also
had teeth. Employers who spurned the commission’s orders could be convicted of a mis-
demeanor and sentenced to fines and imprisonment. !>

Edson was not swept up by the euphoria surrounding her legislative coup. Thinking
ahead, she wisely foresaw legal challenges to California’s new use of its police power
and drafted a constitutional amendment to head them off. It not only authorized the legis-
lature to pass minimum wage laws but declared that no other provision of the state con-
stitution could limit the Industrial Welfare Commission’s power to enforce them. Once
again ‘mobilizing her vast network of women’s clubs, Edson stumped for the amendment
throughout California. Voters overwhelmingly adopted it on Nov. 3, 1914.16

Eight years later, as Executive Commissioner of the Industrial Welfare Commission,
Edson recalled her historic wage campaign in a “Statement to the Women’s Organiza-
tions of California.” Irked by the San Francisco Labor Council’s repeated attacks on her

stewardship of the commission, she wrote the following:

“The minimum wage law was forced through the legislature by Governor Johnson in 1913, against
the solid opposition of organized labor. Organized labor took the position that there would be no in-
centive for women to join labor organizations if the State fixed a minimum wage and the maximum
hours of work for women. It was also concerned that the minimum wage would become the maxi-
mum. Organized labor fought against the Constitutional Amendment delegating to the Commission
the power to fix minimum wages, but in spite of this opposition, the women’s clubs, the churches
and the organizations of the then Progressive Party succeeded in convincing the people, who voted
for the amendment by an 84,000 majority in 1914.” 17

This summation was unfair. Though the San Francisco Labor Council and other central
labor bodies fought the minimum wage on the grounds noted by Edson, they did not

speak for all organized workers. Neither did AFL president Samuel Gompers, who
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warned that government regulation of wages would “only be another step to force werk-
ingmen to work at the behest of their employers, or at the behest of the State, which will
be equivalent to and will be, slavery.”!8 Rejecting this voluntarist point of view, the Sac-
ramento Federated Trades Council and many smaller unions endorsed the minimum
wage. Union workers in Los Angeles agonized over the Todd bill, then declared for it.
“While the San Francisco labor leaders were bitterly assailing the minimum wage,” says
historian Norris C. Hundley, Jr., “Los Angeles labor took an opposite stand. Its leaders
circulated petitions calling for the establishment of a minimum wage board.” Among
these leaders was the socialist Frances Nacke Noel, who at that moment was drafting the
strongest sections of the city’s June, 1913 report on industrial conditions and whose work
for the Women’s Trade Union League and Women’s Union Labor League had long
commanded the respect of other labor activists. Edson was well aware that Los Angeles
never joined “the solid opposition of organized labor.” She had visited its Central Labor
Council late in 1912 to win its support for an Industrial Welfare Commission, had been
invited back twice more in 1913, and, apparently as a quid pro quo, had agreed to make
one of the commissioners a representative of organized labor.!?

During the 1914 constitutional amendment campaign, disputes over the women’s
minimum wage (as distinct from the industrial commission) split L.A.’s delegation at the
annual California State Federation of Labor convention in Stockton. San Francisco’s rep-
resentatives urged the meeting to condemn the Edson amendment while those from San
José and Vallejo praised it, arguing that “the wage of the most skilled organized worker is
based to a degree upon the lowest, underpaid toiler.” M.C. Glenn and C.W. Truelock of
Los Angeles sided with San Francisco, but Cyrus F. “Curly” Grow, a leader of the 1910
metal trades strike, defended the minimum wage as a step forward for the v;/hole labor

movement. Though the Federation officially called for the amendment’s defeat, Grow,
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Noel, and Fred Wheeler continued to promote it in Los Angeles. The Central Labor
Council was too riven to settle this dispute. It neither supported Edson’s ballot measure
nor joined most other California labor organizations in opposing it.20

Using data from field investigations, the new Industrial Welfare Commission nudged
the legal minimum wage up to a modest $16 per week over the next six years. Some 80%
to 90% of the state’s fully-employed women reportedly earned that much or more in
1920.2! Enforcement of the minimum depended on the density and vigilance of local un-
ion movements and was weak in open-shop Los Angeles.

Edson’s premonition about the constitutionality of a legislated minimum wage was
borne out in 1923, when the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that a similar District of Columbia
law violated Fifth Amendment’s due process clause. Thereafter Edson and her colleagues
waged a stubborn rear-guard battle to save California’s statute, and wages made little
headway during this period. The Supremé Court reversed itself in 1937, however, ena-
bling the highly politicized Industrial Welfare Commission to continue its work amid
much controversy down to the present day.22
Shorter Workday Campaign Mobilizes the Anti-Union Alliance

If L.A.’s union activists were of two minds about a legal minimum wage, they pursued
a legal limit on working hours wholeheartedly. Agitation for the eight-hour day began
after the Civil War in the East and Midwest and quickly became the holy grail of Ameri-

can labor. According to labor historian David Montgomery,

“the prominence of the struggle for the eight-hour day in the 1860s and early 1870s indicates that
many workers considered it the central issue defining their place in reconstructed America....[T]hey
envisaged the contest above all as one which pit[ted] ‘the wages system’ against ‘republican institu-
tions.” Its outcome would decide whether they and their children would live as drudges, creating
wealth for others, or as free and active citizens of a democratic state.” 23

During the 1880s L.A.’s fledgling unions inherited this struggle to remold American

social and political life at a time “when no ideological consensus legitimized the state.”24
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Their protracted campaign for government intervention in the hours of work accompa-
nied, and to some extent grew out of, their quarrel with employers over time on the job.
Arthur Vinette, the man who in Stimson’s words “molded the early labor movement in
Los Angeles” more than any other, led a building trades drive in 1884 to cut their daily
job hours from ten to nine. By 1886 carpenters énd painters had compelled many em-
ployers to accept the shorter workday. Typographers achieved a similar sucbess the fol-
lowing year. Although many businesses defied this trend, the city’s unions set their sights
on an even shorter eight-hour day. They redoubled their agitation for this goal after the
AFL named May Day, 1890, as the launch date for a nationwide eight-hour campaign.
Vinette and his fellow carpenters organized an Eight-Hour League which brought public
pressure on employers, some of whom adopted the new work schedule with no cut in
wages. Aided by the Nationalist clubs, the League won the eight-hour workday for all the
building trades in 1890.25

Most of these victories did not last. The length of the workday and its companion, the
workweek, waxed and waned with the local economy, the growth of the open-shop
movement, and the energy with which the Council of Labor and its affiliates organized
new workers. Frustrated by their slow progress during the 1890s, and even more so after
the turn of the century, L.A.’s unions began to demand state and local eight-hour laws for
government workers on the untested theory that hours in private industry would follow
suit. They helped win such a law for California’s public employees and employees of
public contractors in 1903.26 Joining the labor movement in the fight for these reforms
were Populists, Knights of Labor, and a few women’s groups. Nonpartisans and other
“best men” who would soon identify themselves as progressives rarely, if ever, lent a
hand.

Non-enforcement of the state and federal eight-hour day laws and indeed of the entire
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labor code was endemic in open-shop Los Angeles. In September, 1906, the Central La-
bor Council sent Lemuel D. Biddle and W.A. Engle to see U.S. Attorney Oscar Lawler
about a contractor who was working his teamsters eleven hours a day at a new post office
site. Lawler refused to move against the lawbreaker, accepting his argument that team-
sters “merely sat in their seats” whenever their wagons were being loaded and so spent
only eight hours actually working. 27 That the contractor utterly controlled his employ-
ees’ whereabouts for eleven hours a day carried no weight with Lawler, an intrepid foe of
unions who would later use the 1910 dynamiting of the L.A. Times building by two iron
workers as a pretext to haul a wide circle of labor leaders and activists into federal court.
Very few were convicted.

The labor code fared no better at the county level. One of the area’s most avowedly
anti-union employers was Carl Leonardt, a contractor who built the Hall of Records and a
new county hospital. In 1909 the Building Trades Council protested that Leonardt was
routinely working his employees over eight hours a day. To this charge, which carried a
$3,700 fine, the contractor proudly acquiesced while noting that an “emergency” clause
in his agreement with the county shielded him from prosecution. The Board of Supervi-
sors asked Chief Deputy District Attorney Hartley Shaw for an opinion. Early in 1910
Shaw declared that except for one small construction project no emergency existed and
the fine should be paid. This was not what a majority of the supervisors wanted to hear.
Leonardt’s work, they insisted, had taken place under emergency conditions. He paid no
fine.28

The crux of this enforcement fiasco lay in the social class of its adversaries. Like
Leonardt, most of the county supervisors were small to middling capitalists or profes-
sional men who identified their own interests with those of the county’s business enter-

prises. Socially, politically, and economically they had nothing in common with Leon-
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ardt’s employees, the Building Trades Council, or, for that matter, any wage workers.

This problem was compounded by the fact that key members of the supervisorial ma-
jority were progressives in a progressive age. Richard W. Pridham, who voted in favor of
Leonardt, was the archetypal figure. The owner of a small factory, he led the Manufac-
turers’ Association in the 1890s and helped convert its successor, the M&M, into L.A.’s
most aggressive open-shop combatant during the early 1900s. In 1906, Pridham and other
members of the anti-union Citizens’ Alliance blocked a move by the Employing Printers
Association to accede to Typographical Union No. 174’s demand for an eight-hour day.??
“Pridham,” opined the Citizen, “is a greater union-hater than Otis; is a bitter opponent of
the shorter workday; and never, under any circumstances, will he employ a union man.”30
- It was Pridham, as president of the Chamber of Commerce in 1926, who boasted that Los
Angeles was “The Citadel of the Open Shop” and, erroneously, an economic powerhouse
because of it.31

If Pridham’s open-shop credentials were highly burnished, so were his progressive
bona fides. He first mingled with key reformers in the mid-1890s, joining T.E. Gibbon,
W.D. Woolwine, Niles Pease, and Charles Dwight Willard to sponsor L.A.’s annual Fi-
esta celebrations. Otis, too, helped promote those booster events, and throughout his long
public career Pridham epitomized the scramble of leading progressives to march along-
side the feisty Times publisher whenever workingclass discontent threatened their com-
mon interests. In August, 1908, the Lincoln-Roosevelt League sponsored Pridham’s cam-
paign for re-election to the Board of Supervisors. He wrote the City Club’s checks when
that elite headquarters launched its successful charter campaign for the direct primary and
at-large city council elections. Sitting with him on the club’s board of directors were
Gibbon and Meyer Lissner. On Dec. 17, 1909 Pridham applauded the Good Government

sweep of city council seats as one of that organization’s guests at Levy’s Café. He still
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identified himself as a progressive in the fall of 1912, serving with Lissner, George Alex-

- ander, Lee C. Gates, Russ Avery, E.T. Earl, 5.C. Graham, Marshall Stimson, and A.J.
Wallace on the executive board of the Roosevelt Progressive Republican League of LA
County.32 These notables embraced Pridham as a tried-and-true reformer. Workingclass
Angelenos knew otherwise. To them he was the quintessential anti-reformer, a class en-
emy who despised the social wage in all its forms.

It is easy to see why, with men like Pridham in city and county offices, it often fell to
L.A.’s unions to police the eight-hour law. “Beginning in July, 1905,” says Stimson, “the
Central Labor Council and the Building Trades Council so publicized violations of the
law that within a month the City Council ordered that all future contracts must include
the eight-hour law and the penalties for violation, and instructed the city attomey to pro-
ceed against contractors currently disobeying the law.”33 Stimson implies that the 1906-
09 city council, with its four reform members, continued to hold contrabtors’ feet to the
fire. Everything we know about this first progressive council, however, militates against
the idea that it was alarmed by wage and hour violations. The 1905 order was likely hon-
ored in the breach. Even if Stimson got it right, the four years in question merely offered
L.A.’s workers a respite from the customary progressive neglect of wage and hour en-
forcement.

Like their public counterparts, workers in private industry faced an uphill battle to
shorten on-the-job hours after the turn of the century. They doggedly pursued this goal
for fifteen years, mainly by confronting employers but also at times by demanding a uni-
versal legislated ceiling to the workday and workweek. On both fronts they found little

success.
The 1901-02 woodworkers’ strike and boycott foreshadowed the tenacity of this effort

--and its many frustrations. Unlike most L..A. building tradesmen who worked a forty;
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four hour week, door and sash carpenters in the planing mills worked nine hours a day,
six days a week. Those ten extra hours were the reason they defied the Millmens’ Asso-
ciation, a bloc of twelve mill owners, by organizing their own union in 1900. Taking
heart from a successful eight-hour campaign in San Francisco, Amalgamated Wood-
workers Local 144 voted to strike if it was not granted a shorter workday. The owners
balked, whereupon non-union carpenters announced they would join the walkout. This
gambit was applauded if not inspired by the union, and it worked. Ten mills granted their
door and sash carpenters an eight-hour day in the fall of 1901.

Despite this promising start by Local 144, two large companies--Carpenter & Biles
and Hughes Brothers--rebuffed its demands. A few other building trades unions agreed to
boycott products from the mills but failed to do so vigorously. Local 144 knew that if it
did not bring the two companies to heel it would lose its agreements with the other ten.
Picket lines went up at the Hughes and Carpenter & Biles mills. The owners called in the
police to escort scabs across union lines, and a series of increasingly hostile con-
frontations between police and strikers followed. Council of Labor President James Gray
was one of those arrested. In his 1994 dissertation on labor unrest in California, historian
Thomas R. Clark describes the ensuing sequence of actions by a “machine” government

supposedly partial to labor:

“[W1hile he sat in a jail cell, Jim Gray and Police Captain Bradish engaged in a ‘lively conversation’
that was widely quoted in the press. Gray protested that there was no law against the carrying of
signs or banners, and noted that pickets always carried signs or banners in San Francisco. Police
Captain Bradish, after making a dubious claim that ‘the Supreme Court had ruled against such prac-
tices,” reminded Gray that Los Angeles was ‘not San Francisco....You shan’t run a boycott in this
town.” Bradish, however, did not have the final word. Judge Morgan of the Los Angeles Police
Court ruled that, in the absence of a specific ordinance against carrying signs or banners, [picketers]
should be released.” 34

Police Chief Charles Elton and the Los Angeles Times damned Morgan’s decision.

Equating picketers with the anarchist who shot President McKinley, Elton vowed to ar-
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rest more of them. The threat was an empty one, however, and the city council soon took
matters into its own hands. On December 28, 1901, it outlawed the carrying of signs and
banners on city streets. Picketing stopped, but the strike labored on. Early in 1902 Local
144 and the Council of Labor decided to buy and run an old planing mill as a union coop-
erative. Boom times in construction buoyed the project. Facing a determined new rival in
the door and sash trade, the two nine-hour mills finally agreed to negotiate with the union
that September. The Times responded to this unwelcome development with accusations
that the union was “strangling” the boom. A day later the L.A. Fire Commission denied
the mill a permit on the grounds that its activities would devalue nearby homes. Not only
was this a specious argument--the mill had previously operated on the same site--but a
concern for property values lay outside the Fire Commission’s purview. Nevertheless its

decision effectively killed the co-op. Clark concludes:

“By the end of the year the Hughes Brothers and Carpenter & Biles mills were running at full
strength. The final blow to the mill workers came in late December, when a strike to protest the hir-
ing of non-union bench hands at the Los Angeles Planing Mill ended quickly in defeat. Inspired by
the success of their fellow mill owners, all of the city’s eight-hour planing mills eventually reverted
to the nine-hour day. Within less than a year, the Woodworkers’ Local No. 144 would cease to ex-
ist.” 35

Employers loathe to grant labor’s eight-hour demands found a staunch new defender in
the Los Angeles Citizens’ Alliance, created in January 1904 to reinforce the open-shop
thrusts and parries of the M&M. Both organizations shared the same patron, Harrison
Gray Otis, and the same secretary, Felix J. Zeehandelaar. Otis chaired the Alliance’s ex-
ecutive board, while in a city packed with well-heeled prolephobes Zechandelaar was the
only paid, full-time anti-union agitator and propagandist. A former Herald reporter re-
cruited into the M&M by Otis, he harried unions and the few union-tolerant employers
with bulldog tenacity for two decades. His mission, as he later put it, was to defend Los

Angeles “from any and all encroachments by labor unionism.”3% It took Zeehandelaar
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four months to organize 6,000 firms, individual employers, and sympathizers into the
L.A. Citizens’ Alliance--the largest local chapter in a nationwide network of 1ike-minded
organizations. Spurring its continued growth was the International Typographical Un-
ion’s nationwide demand for an eight-hour day with no cut in pay.

The ITU assiduously prepared its campaign during 1905 by educating its members,
lining up support from other printing trades unions, notifying employers, and amassing a
strike fund.3” Print shop owners insisted that, unlike the building trades where eight-hour
days generally prevailed, their heavy investment in machinery required longer hours of
operation. They undercut their own argument, however, by refusing to run a second
shift.3® On Jan. 2, 1906, in lockstep with fellow unionists throughout the country, 145
L.A. printers, press feeders, and pressmen quit work at book and job shops that had
spurned the eight-hour day. The press feeders and pressmen walked out in solidarity with
Typographical No. 174 because firms which had accepted the shorter workday had sud-
denly reneged under heavy pressure from the Citizens’ Alliance. Local unionists saw this
turnabout as a threat to their entire movement.3?

Through his allies in the Citizens’ Alliance and M&M, Zeehandelaar deployed a num-
ber of weapons against the strike. Replacement printers were recruited throughout the
country and brought to Los Angeles.40 Off-duty policemen were hired as guards. Funds
were wheedled out of hundreds of L.A.’s businesses, and struck firms were paid a dollar
a day for each worker who downed his tools. Employers lacking the necessary anti-union
vigor were cajoled, shamed, and intimidated. Zeehandelaar personally harangued printers
who accepted the ITU’s work schedule. When one job shop ignored his bullying in
March, 1906, he retaliated by leaning on its largest customer, Levy’s Café, to cancel its
print orders. Al Levy apparently told the Citizens’ Council chief to stop meddling in his

business. Zeehandelaar threatened to have the L.4. Times investigate certain goings-on in
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the café’s private dining rooms. The immediate consequence of this “stroné—arm work,”
reported the Union Labor News, was to cow both the printer and restaurateur while reim-
posing the nine-hour day in the job shop.4!

By October, 1906, the ITU had won its demands in most cities across the country. The
big exception was Los Angeles. Here, when ITU’s southern California organizer and
former Local 174 president Thomas D. Fennessy declared that “85 percent of the mem-
bers of the typographical union of Los Angeles are now working eight hours a day,” he
was either being artful or whistling in the dark.42 That 85 percent was skewed heavily in
favor of newspaper printers who had won an eight-hour schedule several years before.
Their union mates in the job shops could wrest nothing shorter than an eight-and-a-half-
hour day from the Employing Printers Alliance and its senior partners, the Citizens’ Al-
liance and M&M. Given the coercive power of the city’s open-shop movement, even this
truncated victory was impressive. It materialized when Local 174’s foes met in Citizens’
Alliance headquarters and decided they could not defeat the strike. At that meeting, as we
have seen, progressive businessman R.W. Pridham quashed a move to accept the print-
ers’ demands in full but agreed to compromise at an eight-and-a-half-hour day. The print-
ers vowed to keep fighting. When the ITU cancelled their strike benefits, however, the
campaign ended.43

This two-year struggle unfolded in a highly politicized environment. During the first
two decades of the century Zeehandelaar was intimately connected to the city’s elected
regimes--and to the police department they oversaw. His cultivation of mayors, county
supervisors, and city councils paid off in moments of crisis, when the M&M was allowed
to draft anti-union laws or call on the police to break up picket lines, supply armed
guards, or deputize the private guards hired by employers. During its September, 1914

hearings in Los Angeles, the United States Commission on Industrial Relations asked
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Zechandelaar if the M&M had ever found the local police to be uncooperative. No, he
said, employers occasionally supplemented police officers with their own private guards
or county deputies, but requests for police protection were “always granted.”4

These practices reflected the class outlook of the post-1909 reform administrations and
the “machine” mayors and councils that preceded them. In both contexts, George Mowry

113

wrote in The California Progressives, the M&M was “a quasi-political organization
charged with the purpose of seeing that the Los Angeles city government was at all times
‘friendly’ to its ideals....[T]The Merchants’ and Manufacturers’ Association, under either
the regular party machines or the Good Government people, was a functioning part of the
Los Angeles city government.”43

Among the hundreds of Angelenos who identified themselves as progressives, only
one, John Randolph Haynes, openly supported the ITU’s or any other union’s struggle for
a shorter workday. Edwin T. Earl revealed the typical reformer’s view in a 1916 letter to
Haynes. “I think the 8 hour agitation is a mistake for certain classes of workmen,” he
said. “Sometimes men who are not occupied reasonable hours are subject to temptation
and dissipation, and waste their earnings.”4¢ Haynes’ response, if any, is not known, but

he would certainly have disagreed with the Express publisher. Four years earlier he had

written the following for L.A.’s labor weekly:

“Long working hours at the present time are illogical, even absurd. The weaver of today managing
twelve steam power looms produces in a day approximately as much as five hundred weavers in the
old handloom days. Why should he work as many hours as they? Moreover, work under modem
steam power high pressure systems is more exhausting and should be limited to shorter hours. Also
the minute specialization and the terrible monotony by which the worker in the shoe factory, for in-
stance, makes on motion and that only thousands of times a day, sometimes producing insanity, re-

quires that hours should be correspondingly shorter.” 47

For Haynes what counted, as always, was the health of the polity. When wage workers
were too drained by too many hours on a machine-run job to take the same hand in public

affairs as, say, a self-employed attorney like Lissner or a well-heeled scribe like Willard,
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the polity suffered. This was no doubt true--and still is in a nation that has never achieved
a universal 40-hour week. But a patronizing note crept into Haynes’ conclusion: “If the
toilers are given leisure hours for sunshine and self-development they will be fitted to ex-
ercise the powers and responsibilities of democracy.”8 Were they not, by dint of their
own applied off-work efforts, already so fitted? In the very year when Zeehandelaar and
his cohorts stalled the printers’ drive for an eight-hour day, L.A.’s unions retaliated by
creating an Anti-Citizens’ Alliance which in one deep breath became the Public Owner-
ship Party and left an enduring stamp on the city.4® These developments, spurred by Ty-
pographical No. 174, the Carpenters, and other unions, profoundly élarmed Willard, Otis,
and others in the Progressive-Old Guard nexus who tried and failed to disrupt the 1906
Labor Day parade.

Overlapping the printers’ strike in the fall of 1906 was a campaign by carpenters,
bricklayers, plasterers, and laborers to win a union shop and work just half a day on Sat-
urdays, thereby cutting the workweek from 48 to 44 hours. As reported above (pp. 42-
43), nearly 3,000 building trades workers downed their tools at midday on Saturday,
Sept. 8. Some firms quickly granted the “half-holiday”. Others, led by the Mill Owners’
Association, Master Builders’ Association, and Builders’ Exchange, resisted the change.
Rather than return to work six full days a week, many L.A. craftsmen left for San Fran-
cisco where they helped that city recover from a devastating earthquake.

Demands for reduced working hours in private industry continued throughout the pro-
gressive era. In his narrowly lost mayoral race against George Alexander in 1909, Fred
Wheeler promised to seek an eight-hour day for all workers if elected.’0 The Metal
Trades Council, representing a few employees in the Baker and Llewellyn Iron Works
and other foundries, proposed an eight-hour day in 1912 only to have the idea summarily

dismissed.’! Two years later the L.A. Central Labor Council and other California labor
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bodies agitated for a constitutional amendment that would set eight hours as the legal
maximum working day. Workingclass precincts in Los Angeles voted for it by a three-to-
one margin, but it met a decisive defeat statewide.’? Organized labor’s unrelenting pres-
sure for a shorter workday nevertheless brought results. Most of the larger L.A. em-
ployers were running eight-hour shifts by World War I, and in 1917 even that most recal-
citrant sector, the metalworking industry, was moving by stages tow_ard the eight-hour
day.53
A Shorter Workday for Women

While the struggle to cut working hours for all workers proved enormously difficult, it
took just one year to win the statutory eight-hour day for women. Northern California
reformers and labor unions statewide drove an enabling bill through the legislature; pro-
gressive governor Hiram Johnson signed it on March 28, 1911. Those progressives who
lobbied for the women’s eight-hour day tended to stress its gender aspect, while workers
saw it as a step forward for their class as a whole. True to form, southern California pro-
gressives led the fight against the new law.54

William A. Vanna, a leader of Laundry Workers No. 52 and vice-president of the L.A.
Central Labor Council, was the first to propose an 8-hour day and 48-hour week for
working women in California. More than most union activists he had seen first-hand the
unhealthy and oppressive conditions under which women and girls toiled, especially in
Los Angeles. Most of the city’s 3,000 laundry hands were females earning two-thirds of
what men received for the same jobs. Just over 300 belonged to Local 52, but even union
workers faced dismissal if they complained about low wages and 10-to-12-hour days or
revealed their union status.’> Vanna often reminded his Labor Council comrades about
this gendered form of tyranny, urging them to organize more woimnen to strengthen their

movement. In October, 1910, as Local 52’s delegate to the State Federation of Labor
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convention, he drafted a resolution that demanded an eight-hour limit for working
women. It was adopted without dissent, and the federation immediately began agitating
for the historic reform in Sacramento.3¢ |

Assemblyman Thomas F. Griffin, a country lawyer, was set to introduce a 10-hour bill
early in the 1911 legislative session when he was approached by progressives from the
Bay area, a prominent L.A. socialist, and a delegation of workers. Among them was San
Francisco reformer Maud Younger and Frank Wolfe, the socialist. The result of that en-
counter was draft legislation for an eight-hour day. What happened next was reported by

the L.A. Record:

“‘Big Business’ laughed at Griffin’s bill, at first. The agents of the interests fought it perfunctorily in
the assembly committee. Amendments were suggested to make it unconstitutional. But labor saw the
jokers. And labor saw to it that the bill went out of committee minus the jokers. ‘Big Business’
laughed again. Then the assembly passed the bill--as it was written. Mariy assemblymen voted for it
in the betlief that it would be killed in the Senate.” 57

Once again, this time in the state senate, a labor upsurge closed off what little daylight
had existed between southern California’s machine politicians and its reformers. Sen.
Wright of San Diego led the old guard fight against the eight-hour bill; Sen. Lee C. Gates
joined him on behalf of L.A.’s progressives. Gates, who ran for mayor on the 1906 non-
partisan ticket, had won Lincoln-Roosevelt League support for his successful Senate race.
Personally close to railway magnate Henry Huntington, he said he opposed any limitation
on women’s work which did not apply to men. Since Gates had never favored shorter
hours for anyone, this was merely an argument for the status quo. Sen. Leslie Hewitt, a
former City Attorney who often collaborated with L.A.’s progressives, openly favored a
long working day. This trio and other senators of like mind stalled the eight-hour bill in
committee while jabbing it picador-style with hostile amendments. Only a concerted lob-
bying effort by the L.A. Central Labor Council, L.A. Building Trades Council, and their

counterparts throughout California forced the weakened bill out of committee. The turn-
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ing point was highly emotional testimony by “cracker-grabber” Daiéy Mank, who risked
her job in a cracker factory by telling the committee of long, hard workdays and pressure
from the owners to sign a petition against the Griffin bill. Once on the senate floor, it
passed by a 34 to 5 vote. Gates, Hewitt, and Wright made a late-hour bid to cover their
tracks by voting for the measure.58 An exuberant scene greeted the debate before the final
roll call. As each restrictive amendment but one was pulled from the legislation, the
crowded galleries broke out in applause. 59

In its final form, the Griffin act decreed the 8-hour day and 48-hour week for all
- women except those employed by fruit and vegetable ranchers and processing plants.
Ranchers and packers in southern California had mobilized enough political support to
kill the new law if it did not offer them this loophole. For leading L.A. progressives not
even a concession of this magnitude made the eight-hour day palatable. Meyer Lissner
begged Gov. Hiram Johnson to veto it and Express publisher E.T. Earl had his house

guest, Theodore Roosevelt, urge the governor to do likewise.

“As the bill lay on Johnson’s desk, the governor received a call from [Chester] Rowell who, with
Earl listening to the conversation, undertook to state Roosevelt’s views on the matter. When Rowell
finished, Johnson asked him to tell the former President that he was sorry but he had just signed the
measure. Sometime afterward Rowell learned that Johnson had signed the bill at the telephone dur-
ing the conversation.” 60

Two weeks later, on April 15, the unions of Los Angeles paraded through the city and
massed in a huge demonstration to celebrate a reform they had not only originated but
worked tirelessly to achieve.6! Historians of progressive-era L.A. have repeatedly “con-
firmed” the weakness of its unions and the triumph of thé open shop. For evidence they
have pointed to the city’s stingy social reform tradition. “[T]he social reform that Los
Angeles residents enjoyed was not provided at the local level,” declares Ingram.62 Ex-
cluding Stimson and a few others, that remark gives us L.A. labor historiography in a nut-

shell. Social reform was, in fact, de minimus in the city, but it is not true that the few
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increments of social wage Angelenos enjoyed fell on them like manna from Sacramento
or Washington D.C. The women’s eight-hour day movement offers a contrary interpreta-
tion; it shows why the same labor activists who despaired of wringing reforms from a
progressive city council were capable of winning them from a somewhat less troglodyte
state legislature. Ingram’s remark celebrates this fact.

Unions, Women’s Clubs Oppose Child Labor

A similar process tightened California’s child labor law and marginally improved its
enforcement. To the degree that children were excluded from the workplace, their jobs
went to adults at somewhat higher pay while the wage-depressing reserve army of labor
was proportionately reduced. Child labor reform thus raised the social wage.

“Los Angeles employers were notably lax in observing child labor reglllations,” says
Stimson.53 The State Labor Commissioner had too small a staff to enforce a 1901 law
that raised the working age limit from 10 to 12. Backed by the L.4. Times and the emerg-
ing open-shop lobby, local food processing companies defied every effort to bar children
from their plants. Their statewide counterparts did likewise. Arrayed against them were
local members of the California Federation of Women’s Clubs, a few cther progressives,
the Building Trades Council, the Council of Labor and its 1904 successor, the L.A. Cen-
tral Labor Council.%4 The San Francisco Settlement Association and San Francisco Labor
Council led a similar combination in northern California. These organizations sought not
only a tougher law but a more aggressive enforcement program. In 1905, they persuaded
a grudging state legislature and governor to meet both demands. The new child labor law
still embodied concessions to the canning industry, but in Stimson’s words it provided
“that no child under eighteen could work more than nine hours a day; that no child under
sixteen could work between 10 p.m. and 6 a.m. or could work at all unless he could read

and write English and was attending night schooi; and that a child under fourteen could
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work only during school vacations by permission of the juvenile courts.” Amendments
adopted over the next four years strengthened the police power of school aitendance offi-
cers and the State Labor Commissioner, who was now authorized to arrest violators.3

From 1905 on the Commission worked hand in glove with,L.A.’s unions in a dogged
but only partially successful campaign to halt the routine exploitation of children. Two of
its deputy commissioners for southern California, J.M. Eshleman and Bruce Hatch, pur-
sued violators with unusual vigor. Eshelman’s investigations benefited from field and/or
legal work by the Central Labor Council, Socialist Party leader Job Harriman, the Hu-
mane Society, and the local chapter of a nationwide progressive organization, the Con-
sumers’ League.5¢ Their opponents were formidable, as the following cases demonstrate.

In the days before the new law took effect, L.A. unionists moved quickly to target vio-
lators. One of the most egregious of these was Weightman Smith, manager of the local
branch of the California Fruit Canners’ Association. His Macy Street cannery was notori-
ous for the scores of children 13 and 14 years of age who toiled there up to 16 hours a
day. On April 8, 1905, prodded by the Central Labor Council, the city attorney ordered
Smith’s arrest. The arrest warrant charged him with working a boy named Harry Gahn
more than nine hours a day. Bragging to his employees that he would never face a jury,
Smith used his political connections to delay his prosecution for six months. First, the
city attorney’s office conveniently lost the complaint. A new complaint was made out and
a demurrer filed. The city attorney lost the demurrer. In May, 1906, when the case finally
came to trial, Smith’s lawyers talked the judge into excluding all potential jurors who had
not paid a real estate or personal property tax--i.e. the sort of people who lived near the
cannéry. The court also barred any juror who had ever belonged to a union.

At trial, defense lawyers blamed the child labor violation on Smith’s foremen. They

recruited Deputy District Attorney E.J. Fleming to téstify on his behalf. Ouiraged, the
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Central Labor, Building Trades, & Miscellaneous Trades Councils demanded that District
Attorney John D. Fredericks remove Fleming from his post. This he refused to do.

Despite the bias in jury selection, young Gahn’s testimony struck most jurors as ir-
refutable. He told them he had been worked 13 hours a déy. Nine of the eleven jurors
vote to convict Smith. Since labor law convictions required a unanimous verdict, a new
trial was scheduled for July. Shortly before the hearing the judge decided that certain ai-
terations to the courtroom posed a safety threat and ordered a postponement.

On Sept. 12, 1906, the case again came to trial. The same jury exclusions remained in
effect. Judge Austin told jurors that a guilty verdict could be reached only if the prosecu-
tion, led by Job Harriman, proved that Smith himself knew how many hours young Gahn
worked. No such proof could be offered. Wright was therefore found not guilty.

As a result of this all-too-typical experience with the legal system, delegates from most
L.A. unions meeting on Dec. 29, 1906 voted to seek changes in the child labor iaw. Dele-
gates Tom Fennessy of Typographical No. 174 and Chris Ploeger of Press Feeders No. 37
made the case for reform at the California Federation of Labor’s January, ‘1907 con-
vention, which endorsed the proposal. It removed a plaintiff’s obligation to prove a de-
fendant had personal knowledge of the hours his child employees worked; a violator
could be found guilty merely for permitting a child under 14 to work on his premises or a
child under 18 to work over 8 hours on any day. A carefully hedged exception allowed
children under 14 and over 12 to work if their parents or guardian wefe incapacitated, as
determined by truant or probation officers and a judge of the local Juvenile or Superior
Court. Union leaders recognized the fact that many workingclass parents relied on the
supplemental income earned by teenage children. While concerns for the welfare of chil-
dren and the size of the reserve army overrode this family custom as a general rule, the

labor federation agreed to exempt households deprived of adult eamnings through illness
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or injury.67

Early in 1907 the state labor federation pushed its reform through the state legislature,
but James Gillette, last of a long line of governors installed by the Scuthern Pacific and
its corporate allies, pocket-vetoed it. The L.4. Times denounced the proposed amend-
ments as an attempt to “restrict the labor market”--which they clearly were--and heaped
“columns of abuse” on witnesses who supported them.6® Harrison Gray Otis’ disdain for
any limits on the use of child labor was surpassed by his loathing for organized labor. In
an address to the Commonwealth Club, California Labor Commissioner W.V. Stafford

recalled his department’s jarring encounter with the Times publisher:

“Throughout the entire state this aid [publicity for the 1905 law] has been cheerfully given, but here
in Los Angeles we found one exception. The proprietor of a great daily newspaper, when solicited to
bring the matter before the public in the interest of both the employer and the child, demanded in re-
turn for his aid in this humane work that our department of the state government should aid him in
smashing the labor unions.” 69

The barriers to enforcement laid bare by the Weightman Smith case did not demoralize
the attack on child labor violators in Los Angeles. In March, 1906, one B. Roselli was
convicted of employing his 12-year-old son in his Central Avenue market.”? Several
months later W. B. Vanna, business agent of the Laundry Workers Union, handed the city
attorney evidence that J.E. Reid was working teenagers 10 to 12 hours a day in his laun-
dry. Reid was arrested, indicted, and convicted.”! These cases opened an era in which the
number of successful child labor prosecutions almost matched the failed ones. The politi-
cal climate became less indulgent of violators—but only slightly so. Interviewed by the
L.A. Examiner on March 16, 1906, Deputy Commissioner Eshelman said, “This is the
fourth time representatives of the state bureau have visited Los Angeles since the child-
labor law went into effect, April 20 last...and on each visit we have received assurances
from merchants and employers generally of this city that they would at once comply with
the law, but each time we return we find that these promises have not been complied
with.”72 Over the next five or six years the city’s unions continued to report child labor

violations to city and county officials, who refused most prosecutions while carrying a
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few through to conviction. Hostility to the new, amended law by Otis, the Citizens’
Council, the M&M, and other open-shop forces and its lukewarm acceptance by progres-
sives left investigations largely up to the unions and enforcement in the hands of a small
number of state officials. This combination made a difference, but not nearly enough to
emulate San Francisco in the almost total abolition of child labor.”3 In March, 1909,
when Frances Nacke Noel urged delegates at a Central Labor Council meeting to work
for women’s suffrage, it was partly in the expectation that a broader franchise would rid

Los Angeles of officials who winked at the persistence of illegal child labor.”4

* %k Kk ok ok kK x

The onus for workplace legislation fell on unions, but social reform was more broadly
shouldered in the arena of consumption. Here progressives organized sporadic cross-class
coalitions for affordable housing, poor relief, and public education?’ but did little to ex-
panci the city’s stock of public parks. 7 The results they obtained in 1900-15 were mea-
ger compared to social reforms in other large American cities of that era.

Housing

Most wage-earning Angelenos lived in a broad swath of precincts that curved east of
Main Street from northern to southern Los Angeles on both sides of the river. Embedded
in this arc were the Southern Pacific tracks, the historic Plaza, most of the city’s indus-
trial plants, and part of the central business district. Neighborhoods surrounding Aliso
Street, which crossed the river toward Boyle Heights from a point near present-day Union
Station, formed the problematic core of the workingclass city. On its periphery lived
older immigrant groups (German, Canadian, Irish) and the mostly white, mostly native-
born skilled and semi-skilled workers whom we have briefly met earlier in this disser-
tation and who are the protagonists of Part 2. A majority owned their own homes. In the
core itself were gathered some thousands of less skilled, considerably poorer recent im-

migrants and racial minorities: Mexicans, Italians, Jews, Slavs, Chinese, Japanese, and
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African-Americans.”? Poverty and exclusionary real estate practices had forced most of
them into tenancy.”8 A large number lived in lodging houses and small homes, but most
Mexicans crowded into house courts whose squalor, high rents, disease, and lack of faci-
lities offended progressive opinion from the 1890s to the eve of World War I--i.e., during‘
this period they were never effectively renovated or replaced.

Not that a small band of reformers didn’t try. During the century’s first decade they led
a number of investigative sorties into the Aliso Street slums and other run-down blocks
between Main Street and Boyle Heights. What they reported was news to nobody, but it
helped transmute the old notion of “the poor ye shall always have with ye” into a problem
seeking a solution. The key year was 1906, when Mayor Owen McAleer appointed atem-
porary Housing Commission led by Dr. Titian Coffey to carry out the investigations and
propose cures for “the foul cellars, the over-crowded sleeping rooms, the improper con-
struction, the unsanitary plumbing and, above all, the deficient toilet facilities and surface
drainage of these ‘cholo courts’.”7? In a typical court, eight or more two-room shanties
surrounded a central yard that contained the sole water supply for 65 to 75 people. Light-
ing facilities were minimal or non-existent. So was sanitation. Typhoid fever and tuber-
culosis chased other diseases from dwelling to dwelling.3

Against these failures the new Housing Commission, Health Commission, city council,
and reformers wieldéd a mediocre set of weapons. The same regulatory apparatus that
progressives were imposing on the excesses of privately-owned public utilities proved
ineffectual against wholly private corporations. The city clamped a lid on prices charged
by the electric, gas, rail, and water companies; not so on rents. It denied franchises to
railways, but the owners of slum property could not so easily be ordered out of business.
In the tenements, which the Health Commission oversaw, sanitary regulations were

sometimes vigorously enforced. This was not the case in the courts monitored by the
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Housing Commission, at least not during the century’s first decade. Hotels, boarding-
houses and lodging houses routinely had to obtain licenses, but housing courts often es-
caped this form of regulation.

To a degree the weakness in enforcement stemmed from laws which barred the taking
of property rights except by condemnation for public projects--and even that required
compensation. But it arose far more from the free-market ideology then rampant in Los
Angeles among Old Guard and progressive politicians alike. In their eyes the right of en-
trepreneurial merchants, manufacturers, and landlords to run their businesses as they saw
-ﬁt trumped the rights of consumers, workers, and tenants. Consequently during the Pro-
gressive era few politicians addressed the Aliso Street slum’s root cause--low wages and
the unearned increment in the price of land. Public investments in streets, railways, water,
and electricity in or near the urban core had greatly increased the value of underdevel-
oped land--no thanks to its owners. Speculators, including slum landlords, had little in-
centive to develop their property to a higher use when it rewarded them so handsomely at
a lower one. Of course the unearned increment was taxed, but the full cost of the tax was
passed on to tenants who lived elbow-to-elbow in the ramshackle courts. Rents were ex-
orbitantly high ($5 to $10 a month) for hovels in which so little had been invested, but
low enough to attract desperate immigrants.

“Thus a slum is made,” editorialized the Municipal News, the city weekly that orga-

nized labor had campaigned for as an antidote to the fictions crafted by the L.A4. Times.

“It grows as more land is held in speculation and more people, who must have low rent, arrive.
Landlords ready to exploit slum property are not wanting, for slum property nets a double yield. The
land stores up the unearned increment, while the hovels upon it drain rich returns from their poverty-
racked families. It is a notorious fact that the tenant of the slum pays relatively the highest rent in the
city. Not only does he wipe out the high taxes, high because the appraisals of the land are on a level
with the property surrounding it that is in use, but often he pays a high interest on the investment as
industrial land. The stress of the high tax and the profit falls upon the slum renter with bitter force.
To ease it he takes into his crowded quarters sub-tenants and lodgers, until his home is turned into a
warren of disease and death.” 81
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The city could have regulated rents. It could at least have prohibited slum landlords
from deflecting the unearned increment tax to their tenants. As union leaders urged, it
could have built enough sanitary, affordable public housing to underbid the Aliso courts.
Would these methods have opened up a market for low-cost dwellings worth their rent?
Probably, but they were not pursued. Instead successive city councils and mayors relied
on the Housing Commission and voluntary associations to undeftake a few palliative re-
forms.

Missionaries opened a few day nurseries for young children in the courts so their par-
ents could hold down jobs. As in most such religious work a century ago, its beneficiaries
found that help came wrapped in a patronizing concern for their morals. “‘Conditions sur-
rounding these people render it very difficult for them to live upright, moral lives, even if
they wish to do so,” said Dr. Harriet W. Carman of the Women’s Christian Temperance
Union. “[Tlhey are much less to be blamed than pitied.”82 Both missionaries and the
Housing Commission tended to place the onus for good sanitation and hygiene on ten-
ants, not landlords. In a visit to a Pacific Electric camp where 50 to 60 of Henry
Huntington’s Mexican track workers lived with their families, L.4. Record reporter Ed-
win T. Jorgensen found the air “foul \n;ith reeking smells. There is no sewage in the camp,
the toilets are simply shallow vaults.” This fact notwithstanding, Jorgensen described Dr.
Dana Bartlett, then president of the Housing Commission, as a hero to the Mexicans for
“working valiantly to clothe these people, supply them with medicine, and teach them
better standards of living.”83 Apparently even Bartlett, L.A.’s most dedicated social re-
former but also a man who saw poverty as an infirmity of the poor, found the camp’s
abysmal standard of living to be the track workers’ responsibility, not Huntington’s.

Organized labor’s push for city-run housing peaked at a time when its own resources

were strained to the limit and both the progressive and Old Guard forces of Los Angeles
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were united against it. Early in 1910 a housing expert from Denver addressed the Central
Labor Council, urging it to demand the construction of a large municipal lodging house
like those in New York, Chicago, and Philadelphia. This the council did. It petitioned
both Mayor Alexander and the city council to support such a reform, but the petition was
rebuffed. On July 31, when the Union Labor Political Club endorsed the Socialist Party’s
state and county tickets while condemning the Good Government Organization, its plat-
form called for municipal housing.84 Had the labor-socialist alliance won the mayoralty
vote in December, 1911--or even elected a few city council members--low-cost public
housing might have seen the light of day. Neither L.A.’s unions nor the local Socialist
Party forcefully pressed the issue after 1911, however. Their energies were consumed by
the campaign for public power, other public ownership goals, and a fight for their very
existence. Could municipal housing have made a large dent in the city’s seemingly intrac-
table housing court problem? The answer lies buried in might-have-beens, the question

never put to the test.

Welfare and the Reserve Army

There are few better barometers of a governing elite’s relationship to the working class
than the way it structures and deploys its system of welfare. During the progressive era,
welfare provision was lopsidedly local; cities like Los Angeles faced the pressing needs
of orphans and delinquents, widows, abandoned wives, the elderly poor and able-bodied
jobless largely on their own, with little help from state legislatures and almost none from
Washington, D.C. In the 1930s this predicament would churn up stubborn demands for
federal intervention, but no such outcry arose in 1890-1915. L.A.’s mayors, city council-
men, and county supervisors of that quarter-century presided over a stingy public welfare
cupboard and saw no need to make it generous. Old Guard and Progressive alike, they all

had a stake in the open shop. The sine qua norn of the open shop was a large floating army
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of unemployed, underemployed, and desperate men and women, willing to cross almost
any picketline and take almost any job at almost any wage. What possibly could have
weakened the growth and persistence of this army more than a truly unstinting system of
relief?

Before 1890 the city’s helping network extended no farther than a handful of settle-
ment houses, a few free or low-cost clinics, several homes for orphans, unwed mothers,
and low-income working women, and a small number of charitable and self-help organi-
zations like the Mexican sociedades mutualistas that served particular ethnic groups.85
All the above were private entities. Neither the city nor the county government moved to
ease the joblessness and poverty that gripped southern California during the recession of
the mid-1880s.

That cause was taken up by L.A.’s first central labor body, the Trades Council, which
began agitating for a free employment service in 1885. It finally won its point in January,
1893, on the eve of a nationwide financial panic and depression. Prodded by both the
Trades Council and Mayor Thomas Hazard, the city council created a Free Labor Bureau
and named W.A. White of the Stonecutters’ Union as its manager. Half its funds came
from the city, half from the county. Within two years the new agency found jobs for
5,068 of the nearly 10,000 men and women who applied.8¢ Despite this record--or more
likely because of it--open-shop forces tried to wrest control of the employment service
from organized labor. The city’s few relief groups had set up an Associated Charities of-
fice in 1893 to lobby for municipal funds; two years later the Merchants’ Association
urged the city and county to support job placements by this politically safe organization
instead of the labor bureau. The effort failed, but in 1897 the County Board of Super-
visors replaced White with a former employer named S.M. Perry. In Grace Heilman

Stimson’s words, “organized labor saw its control slipping away.”87 The history of the
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first Free Labor Bureau and its occasional successors remained a contentious one

throughout the progressive era .

The Americanization of Amelia

One of the more jarring contradictions in L.A.’s embryonic welfare system was the ri-
valry between two schools of social work--the settlement house approach pioneered in
Chicago by Julia Lathrop, Jane Addams, Frances Kellor, and Graham Taylor before be-
ing planted in Los Angeles late in the 19th century, and the first clumsy trials of modern
“séientiﬁc” casework early in the 20th. These trials, carried out by a growing number of
private relief agencies, the city’s Associated Charities, and most notably the L.A. County
Department of Charities, would lead by the mid-1930s to the hegemony of casework.
During the progressive era, however, the struggle between the two methods of welfare
provision was far from resolved. It was fought to a considerable extent over the issue of
caring for immigrants.

Protestant women organized L.A.’s first settiement houses in the 1890s. Most promi-
nent of these was the College Settlement, founded in 1894 on Alpine Street a few biocks
from the Aliso Street courts. Inspired by Chicago’s Hull House, it served a local popula-
tion of recently arrived Mexican, Italian, Basque, Syrian, and Slav immigrants who
worked in low-wage jobs when they could find work at all. At the College Settlement
they obtained spare clothing, rudimentary health care, referrals to Children’s Hospital,
helpful instruction and games, and, not least, friendship. Resident social workers, all
women, sent the neediest families to Associated Charities, but that is where any similarity
with casework began and ended.

While most public and private charities viewed the poor as “clients,” settlements called
them “neighbors”. The charities atomized society and disarmed clients by dealing with

just one family at a time; settlements invited their neighbors to share group experiences in
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classes, clubs, and entertainments. Public charities, by deliberate policy, helped families
only aftér they had exhausted their meager resources. The Coilege Settlement intervened
earlier in an effort to prevent dependency, just as it worked with the Juvenile Court and
probation officers to forestall truancy and delinquency. It saw its mission as guiding “the
privileged and the unprivileged to a better understanding of their mutual obligations.”
The onus on poor families who enrolled in the settlement’s clubs and classes was to adopt
American ways of homemaking, hygiene, work, and citizenship. For native-born Ange-
lenos who donated money to the settlement or attended its concerts and lectures, the bur-
den was to show respect for at least the artistic aspects of immigrant culture--what Jane
Addams called “immigrant gifts”. The College Settlement went out of its way to revive
and present the dances, music, and folk literature of the ethnicities that trouped through
its door. 88

Such gestures now seem superficial and patronizing in light of the pressures immi-
grants felt to accept Anglo-American time-discipline at home and at work. Douglas Mon-
roy has written of L.A.’s early twentieth-century settlements that they “sought to break
down Mexican culture nonviolently and to simultaneously integrate them into the domi- -
nant Anglo ways and the Mexicans’ inferior position in society.”®® There is much truth in
that statement, but it is too harsh. During the settlements’ brief ascendancy in L.A. they
faced a competing Americanization project, led by the Daughters of the American Revo-
lution (DAR) and allied capitalists, that sought to impose on immigrants an “imperious
conformity.” Some employers refused to hire immigrants who had not submitted to such
indoctrination. “In contrast to these programs,” says historian Gayle Gullett, “were the
Americanization efforts of settlement workers, many of them women, who, like their -
DAR adversaries, advocated the creation of a homogeneous national culture based on

Anglo-American values. On the other hand, they felt national unity should develop within
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a democratic process and that immigrants must participate in the shaping of national cul-
ture.90

This was the approach taken by the College Settlement. Though it contained a deep-
down element of condescension, it was far more considerate of poor families than the
means tests, enforced pauperization, and morals policing of L.A.’s charitable casework
establishment. Both the settlements and the public and private charities reflected the
prejudices of their time. They shared with most native-born white Angelenos, including
organized workers, a grave underestimation of the character of Asians, Mexicans, and
African-Americans. Had the settlements survived, they would probably have shed these
apriori judgments at least to the degree that the larger society has shed them; their
“neighbors” would have seen to that. The casework system did survive, but precisely be-
cause it refuses to deal with its “clients” as ethnic collectivities, as whole cultures, as
members of an exploited class, it remains prejudicial to their interests to this day.

The Americanization project was unevenly pursued while in private hands from the
1890s to 1914. During World War I, however, it gained momentum, state sanction, and
wide public support. Loyalty to an American democracy under attack became an acid test
for irhmigrants hoping to start new lives in this country. Americanization programs also
offered women reformers an ideal chance to paper over class antagonisms without ad-
dressing the class inequalities that provoked them. “According to the activists,” says Gul-
let, “American values could not take root unless immigrant wives and mothers taught
them in the immigrant home; moreover, that instruction could not effectively occur un-
less women reformers had first instructed immigrant women.™!

Here we have the rationale for the home teaching movement which spread throughout
California in 1915 under the aegis of the Commission on Immigration and Housing.

Three years earlier, Simon J. Lubin, a former settlement worker, had heard Addams and
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Kellor read the Progressive Party’s national plank on immigration. He was greatly im-
pressed by their call for state immigration agencies, and in 1913 he talked Gov. Hiram
Johnson into creating a California Commission on Immigration and Housing. “The
Commission’s education programs, especially its home teacher program that sent female
public school teachers into immigrant homes, won the praise of Americanization advo-
cates across the nation,” says Gullet. “These programs were the creation of Mary Gibson,
a Los Angeles school teacher, the widow of a banker, and nearly sixty when she joined
the Commission in 1913.792

Gibson had devoted three decades to welfare work and progressive politics, founding
an orphanage in the 1880s, joining the Friday Morning Club and its “municipal house-
keeping” campaigns in the 1890s, and fighting for women’s suffrage in the 1900s.
Though Johnson had named her to the commission, the tenuous nature of male progres-
sive support for women like herself led her to rely on the state’s formidable network of
women’s clubs for her home teacher program.?3 She wrote the state’s Home Teacher Act,
deployed the Women’s Legislative Council to drive it through the legislature, and se-
cured D.A.R. funding for the first home teachers. In 1915 Gibson was elected an officer
of the statewide Federation of Women’s Clubs and used that position to agitate for
Americanization statewide. Los Angeles, with its fast-growing Mexican community, be-
came the front line of her campaign.94

The Los Angeles of 1915 was ground zero for an explosion in the number of Mexicans
and Mexican-Americans. Fifteen years earlier, swamped by a deluge of midwesterners,
they had accounted for a mere five percent of the city’s population. Living in what whites
called “Sonoratowns” in the Old Plaza-Aliso house court area, San Pedro and Wilming-
ton, Watts, and San Fernando, they had led a politically submerged existence as field and

track hands, liverymen, day laborers, seamstresses, and street vendors of sweets, tamales,
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and manzanita roots. Their ranks grew at an accelerating pace after the turn of the cen-
tury, however. The 1910 Mexican revolution, with its severe disruption of ordinary life,
drove many rural refugees northward. Drawn to the L.A. basin by quickening industriali-
zation and to the San Joaquin and Imperial Valleys by the demand for stoop labor on re-
cently irrigated farms, new immigrants poured across the Baja California border--many
of them on the trains of the Santa Fe and Southern Pacific. American immigration policy
had opened the floodgates. By excluding new Chinese workers in 1882 and Japanese in
1907, it had created a vacuum in the seasonal migratory workforce that California’s
ranchers hired at bare subsistence wages. Until the red scare following on the heels of
World War I, U.S. border agents routinely ignored literacy tests, head taxes, and bans on
contract labor to ensure the Southwest an abundant supply of “illegal” (and therefore
highly exploitable) Mexican labor.%> “The volume of this migration was nothing less than-
staggering,” historian George Sanchez has observed. “More than one million Mexicans--
about 10 percent of Mexico’s population--had entered the United States from 1910 to
1930.” Thousands of the new Mexican families wintered in Los Angeles during the Pro-
gressive era and thousands more settled there permanently. By 1930, a tenth of the city’s
million-plus residents would be Mexican.%

It was not just the sense of being invaded that made Gibson and other Americanizers
fixate on recent Mexican immigrants; the character flaws they imputed to the new arri-
vals had at least as much to do with it. Social workers, sociologists, and social reformers
like Gibson expressed a kindly, or “helping,” strain of the racism that poisoned most
white Angelenos’ opinion of Mexicans during the first decades of the 20th century.
Emory Bogardus, chair of the University of Southern California’s sociology department,
. sent a whole generation of welfare workers and sociologists into L.A.’s “Sonoratowns”

with master’s degrees in these prejudices. One of them, William McEuen, called the typi-

169



cal Mexican “a spend-thrift and a born gambler, a happy-go-lucky, careless merry per-
son.” Bogardus himself declared that “[t]he Mexican laborer is often shiftless and thrift-
less; his past environment has not stimulated him to be otherwise.”’

Unlike hard-edged racists and nativists whe urged immigration authorities to bar
Mexicans from the United States, Americanizers cautiously welcomed them on the sur-
mise that they could be taught time-discipline. This was the subtext of pejoratives like
“shiftless and thriftless” and “happy-go-lucky.” it was also the declared goal of Gibson,
Bogardus, Amanda Mathews Chase, and most other Americanizers. Bogardus defined the
“problem” to be solved: Mexicans, he wrote, “live so largely in the present that time has
no particular meaning to them. With them time is not commercialized as with us...and as
is natural they consequently do not drive themselves as we drive ourselves.”?8 Chase, the
state’s first home teacher and one of the founders of the program in Los Angeles, saw her
work as a “disciplinary tonic” for Mexicans being drained of their Mexicanness.??

What was this “Mexicanness,” and why did it need to be rooted out? Besides the per-
sonal traits that struck nativists and Americanizers as unruly were habits embedded in
rural Mexican culture. These included the observance of saints’ days, hometown holi-
days, and religious festivals; bouts of weekend drinking; confinement of women’s work
to the home; and--closely linked to the latter--a high fertility rate. Exaggerated in the
minds of most Americanizers, these customs and norms had a basis in reality. They not
only kept most Mexican-American women out of the paid labor market but made their
husbands’ and brothers’ appearance there highly erratic. “When a Mexican laborer wants
to take a day off,” complained superintendent W.H. Watts of the El Paso Water Com-
pany, “he can be relied on to dig up a saint or some kind of an anniversary to cele-
brate.”190 Weekend drinking, often in a festive context, gave rise to the Mexican version

of “Saint Mondays” and a four-day workweek. How un-American was that?
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“Just as in all modernizing countries, the United States faced the difficult task of in-
dustrializing whole cultures,” Herbert G. Gutman pointed out in a groundbreaking essay
30 years ago, “but in this country the process was regularly repeated, each stage of
American economic growth and development involving different first-generation factory
workers....[T]he American working class was continually altered in its composition by
infusions, from within and without the nation, of peasants, farmers, skilled artisans, and
casual day laborers who brought into industrial society ways of work and other habits and
values not associated with industrial necessities and the industrial ethos.”10!

In Los Angeles during World War I, meeting those necessities and stamping that ethos
on immigrant Mexicans was the task Americanizers in the home-teaching program and
settlement houses set for themselves. Their aim was to achieve what E.P. Thompson
called “a severe restructuring of working habits--new disciplines, new incentives, and a
new human nature upon which these incentives could bite effectively.”192 Not by acci-
dent did the home teacher movement coincide with the rise of Frederick Taylor’s “scien-
tific management” system for rating, controlling, and accelerating the work of factory and

office employees. Gibson was fully aware of the new regimen, as Gullet makes clear:

“Scientific management, Gibson explained, encouraged employers and workers to ‘give each other a
hand,’ thereby increasing production, easing the tense relations between capital and labor, and even-
tually dissipating class consciousness altogether as workers increased their financial gains. In Tay-
lor’s system, however, management controlied technical knowledge and made the decisions. Gibson
borrowed this concept from Taylor as well as his emphasis on cooperation. She envisioned an inter-
dependent society as hierarchical and relying on humane yet powerful experts to achieve and main-
tain social harmony.” 103

Impelled by this vision, Gibson sent her teacher corps into Mexican and other immi-
grant homes to rid them of pre-industrial habits. There was no space in this endeavor for
an appreciation of “immigrant gifts.” Home teachers focused on women first and fore-
most, given their role as the primary socializers of children and as a stronger influence on

male heads of households than any Anglo teacher or social worker could ever be. “Accor-
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ding to the strategy advocated by the Americanists,” says Sanchez, “if the Mexican fe-
male adopted American values, the rest of her family would certainly follow suit....By
focusing on the strategic position of the mother in the Mexican family, Americanization
programs hoped to have an impact on the second generation of Mexicans in the United
States.”104

Frequent contact with each family was crucial for building trust between the home
teacher and the mothers in her district. To the degree that trust took hold, the teacher
could then advance each family through the Gibson program: instruction in a healthy diet,
modern hygiene, household budgeting, fertility control, and distaff trades such as sewing
and cooking, and the enrollment of women in English classes. The latter activities were
possible only with the consent of Mexican husbands who traditionally did not expect
their wives to achieve competence in the wide world. But the home teacher’s role was

less revolutionary than might be supposed. Sdnchez explains:

“Americanization programs, however, did not intend to undermine the traditional Mexican family
structure; rather, these programs depended on the cohesiveness of the Mexican family to achieve
their goal of assimilation. Home teachers, even when they did get Mexican women out of the
house to attend class, encouraged the acquisition of traditionally feminine skills which could then
be utilized within the confines of the household. The conscious strategy of these reformers was to
use the Mexican woman as a conduit for creating a home environment well suited to the demands
of an industrial economy.” 105

To modernize the Mexican-American home, reformers soon realized, they would have
to nudge its women across the threshold into sex-segregated jobs in the food, hospitality,
laundry and domestic service industries. English classes were scheduled for wives and
mothers in the afternoon. Newly acquired language skills encouraged many immigrant
women to apply for jobs when unemployment eased slightly after World War I. In the
dialectic between home and work--or so the theory went--newly acquired time-discipline
in one venue would reinforce time-discipline in the other, and the Mexican family would

take on a distinctly American coloration.19% Whether life for immigrants would actually
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improve was at best a secondary consideration for home teachers and other Americani-
zers. By sending mothers and daughters into a gendered job market, they were consigning
them to the lowest wages Los Angeles offered--wages so low they might loosen but could
not break the grip of patriarchy on Mexican households. Only women who entered effec-
tively unionized workplaces had the wherewithal to win economic independence. On this
very point one can see a critical difference between Gibsonian and what might be called
trade union Americanization. “Organized Labor is the greatest Americanizer I know,”
Frances Nacke Noel told the California Federation of Women’s Clubs in April, 1916,
“because [it fights] for an American standard of living, and without an American standard
of living you cannot have an American standard of freedom and culture.”!07

Did the Americanizers succeed? By one key test, no. At the end of World War I Mexi-
can immigrants already had the lowest naturalization rate of any group in California. The
ratio of naturalized to all foreign-born Mexicans in the state actually fell during the first
half of the 1920s, when home teaching was still being vigorously pursued. Nativist de-
mands for firm limits on Mexican immigration grew louder, and before the end of that
decade the Commission of Immigration and Housing joined them.19® Gibson’s Home
Teacher program was abandoned. More demoralized than they themselves khew, some
Americanizers adopted the harder racism of the nativist lobby and shifted their attention
to the public schools, where the effort to deracinate Mexican immigrants continued, self-
defeatingly, in segregated classrooms.10?

Americanization was misguided in its core assumption. As both Garcia and Sénchez
have shown, the Spanish-Indian culture that Mexicans carried with them across the U.S.
border was less an obstacle to their full participation in American life than a key means
by which they would achieve that goal--like so many other immigrant generations in an

inventively creolized way. The possibility of such an outcome never occurred to social
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reformers in the Progressive era.

Dispensing “Least Relief”

“The trades unions differ from charitable societies or persons in that they help workers (0 help
themselves, while the charities give the needy a small portion of what never ought to have been taken
Sfrom them.” 110

The vital bonds linking L.A.’s welfare system to its open-shop offensive are explored
in some detail below. What matters here is the payoff: an enduring philosophy of “least
relief” and a welfare record of notable stinginess.

From 1890 to the end of World War I a patchwork of private charities labored against
much public indifference to orient newcomers to the city, feed and shelter a fraction of
the non-working poor, offer a pittance of relief to the able-bodied jobless, counsel mem-
bers of specific ethnic groups, and provide room, board, and medical care for unwed
mothers, their babies, and wards of the Juvenile Court.!!! A highly-praised example of
the latter charity was the Florence Crittenton Home in northeast Los Angeles, which shel-
tered 103 unwed mothers and 70 infants in 1915. Three quarters of the women had
worked as domestics, factory hands, waiters, laundry and garment workers, stenogra-
phers, and clerks. The home cared for them an average of three months, offered them oc-
cupational and childcare training, and placed them in new jobs or returned them to their
families. Most of the babies stayed with their mothers.l 12

Effective as it was, however, the Crittenton Home saw no need to engage the thorny
social and economic conditions that gave rise to unwed motherhood, dependency, and
privation. Nor did the city’s other private charities. Their concern for the chronic unem-
ployment that afflicted the city led to temporary soup kitchens rather than efforts to or-
ganize poor neighborhoods or create a program of effective relief. Even the settlement
houses turned out to be pale imitations of their Chicago counterparts in this regard. -

equipped to fight poverty or joblessness, private charities worked largely in isolation
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from one another. Coordination among them lagged even after they cobbled together an
Associated Charities bureau in 1893, |

This drawback eased somewhat during progressive rule in Los Angeles. By 1912 a
Conference of Social Workers had entered the field, serving as a forum for the city’s pub-
lic and private welfare workers. That year it urged the city council to create an agency
charged with overseeing all charities financed in part or in fuil by contributions. The
council did not act on this proposal but voters did, adopting a 1913 charter amendment
that gave rise to a Municipal Charities Commission. In its first year the new agency in-
vestigated 46 private agencies and endorsed all but 4 for the receipt of monetary dona-
tions. It was succeeded by a Social Service Commission in 1916. Both agencies tried “to
bring order out of chaos” in the words of Mayor Henry H. Rose, but by regulating just
one charity at a time they forfeited a more strategic citywide coordinating role.!13

The same reticence limited the work of their county cousin, the Public Welfare Com-
mission. Appointed by the Board of Supervisors on April 14, 1915, it was led by the
ubiquitous John R. Haynes. Two other L.A. progressives--Sidney A. Butler and Cora D.
Lewis--helped shape its policies.!14 Despite the reform credentials of Haynes, Lewis, and
Butler, they do not appear to have exploited the most ambitious mandate of the commis-
sion’s enabling act, namely “to secure intelligent cooperation among ail charitable and
social agencies in the county and the municipalities therein to the end that a comprehen-
sive and economical plan of public welfare may be attained.”'13> No such plan emerged
during the period 1915-18. Instead the commission limited itself to investigating private
charities, endorsing those that met “actual needs of the community,” recommending a
few for county subsidies,!!6 serving as a conduit for those funds, issuing permits for day
nurseries and women'’s boarding homes, and collecting data on charitable aid, unem-

ployment, and juvenile delinquency. These activities did not rise above the level of piece-
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meal regulation. As a result private charities had far less impact on everyday life of Los
Angeles than they did in New York, Boston, and other cities with a greater coordination
of social work and a stronger commitment to welfare philanthropy.

The City Defers to the County

Public social work fared little better. As open-shop forces recruited more and more
job-seekers to the area after 1905, a high rate of unemployment became chronic. The city
and the county worked out a loose division of labor which shunted permanent relief
cases--mainly widows with children and the aged poor--to the county charities depart-
ment while the city handled emergency cases--mainly able-bodied but destitute men and
women who couldn’t find work. These distinctions quickly became meaningless, how-
ever. The Associated Charities, renamed United Charities when it became the city’s fun-
nel for public relief, proved incompetent to help more than a tiny fraction of the willing-
to-work poor. Underfunded and understaffed, it collapsed beneath the weight of jobless
Angelenos during the recession of 1914-17. It shut down all relief activities on July 1,
1915, ceding what little remained of them to the county.!17

Six months before this transfer the Board of Supervisors created the L.A. County De-
partment of Charities to manage and professionalize three public agencies for the indi-
gent: the County Farm., County Hospital, and Outdoor Relief Division. The farm had
spent about $125,000 a year on the care of nearly 200 aged and disabled county residents.
The hospital had tended a daily average of 1,150 patients, many of them unwed mothers
and their babies. Though immigration foes led by county supervisor Richard H. Norton
protested that a quarter of the beds were filled by Mexican nationals, fewer than six per-
cent of the patients actually fit that description. Most Mexicans avoided the hospital be-
cause they had seen too many of their countrymen enter it upright and leave horizon-

tal.118
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Until 1915 the farm, hospital, and relief department were indifferently supervised by
Dr. C.H. Whitman, a physician who received no stipend for the job and accordingly spent
most of his time in private practice. His appointment as overseer, declared the foreman of
the 1914 grand jury that investigated the three agencies, “was and is an acknowledged
subterfuge and evasion of the Charter. He is only nominally such; he is such in shadow,
_ but not in substance.”!1? Oversight of each agency had actually devolved to a supervisor
with no claim on expertise in welfare administration--Norton over outdoor relief, Charles
D. Manning over the county farm. Manning ran the farm through his son, a political con-
flict of interest which the grand jury found “hardly ethical.”120 In all key respects--
professional standards, staff competence, recordkeeping and statistics, provision of care--
the three agencies suffered from slipshod work. The grand jury’s report, and a follow-up
joint investigation by the Bureau of Efficiency!?! and the State Board of Charities and
Correction, called for a top-to-bottom revamping of welfare provision in Los Angeles
County.

Pressure for change weighed on the county supervisors. They were led by chairman
Richard W. Pridham, whom we have already met as a foe of the eight-hour day and the
social wage. Sitting with him were Norton, Manning, Sidney A. Butler, and W.E. Hin-
shaw. Despite their occasional differences, all were progressives while Norton also had a
union background (see Chapter 10). Pridham, Manning, Buﬂer, and Hinshaw served to-
gether on the executive committee of the Roosevelt Progressive Republican League.
Manning’s long supervisorial tenure dated back to 1906, when he was nominated for the
post by the county’s nonpartisans. Norton, by now a cantankerous politician who irritated
his colleagues, nevertheless followed the reform canon except for moments of dissent
rooted in his past involvement with organized labor. What these five worthies did in re-

sponse to the grand jury ultimatum tells us a great deal about progressivism in Los Ange-
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les: they tapped Norman Mattin, a retired high-level executive of the Southern Pacific
Railroad, to head the new Department of Charities.!22

Martin appears to have been an earnest, well-intentioned man and a good manager, but
he found at best only grudging support for his reforms among the progressive supervi-
sors. Fighting to modernize county welfare programs in the face of an economic slump
that robbed him of the resources he needed for the task, Martin concentrated his attention
on the Outdoor Relief Division. This was the branch of Charities most intimately mired
in the reserve army, the economic casualties of the open shop. It is the Outdoor Relief
Division which provides us with the clearest insights into the nature and limits of welfare
provision in Progressive-era Los Angeles.

Until the last third of the 19th century, such relief as existed in the U.S. was extended
“inkind to paupers ‘in almshouses, workhouses, asylums, and- other institutions. - After
1900 a Charity Organization Society (COS) movement led by Mary Richmond gained
ground both on this old form of relief inherited from the English Poor Laws and on the
settlement house movement of the 1880s and 1890s. Richmond championed “scientific”
casework, “friendly visiting” of clients by caseworkers, the efficient dispensing of alms,
the investigation of fraud, and the unsentimental verification of need. Distinguishing be-
tween the “unworthy” and the “deserving” poor, she prescribed institutional care for the
former and outdoor (at-home) relief for the latter.123 The principle of “least relief” took
hold as her influence spread: clients were to be granted no more aid than necessary to
restore them to self-reliance. In Los Angeles 90 years ago, the County Farm was a vesti-
gial Poor Law institution and the Outdoor Relief Division, with its narrow focus on “de-
serving” widows and the disabled, was a Richmondian agency, albeit a drastically in-
competent one.

Heading the division from February 1909 until Martin fired him in April, 1915 was a
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gentleman named H.M. Crane. The 1914 grand jury found that he “either does not know
how, or does not attempt to properly perform the duties of such an office. Apparently he
has never provided needed statistics or properly followed up the relief work.”12¢ The
fault lay less in Crane than in the supervisors who hired someone clearly unaware of or
indifferent to the casework standards set by his counterparts in other large cities, espe-
cially those of the East and Midwest. Here we arrive at the Outdoor Relief Division’s
core failure before and to a lesser degree after the reorganization of January, 1915.

In their Jan. 8, 1915 report to the supervisors, the Efficiency Bureau and State Chari-

ties Board saw the problem clearly. They were scathing in their criticism:
“Originally, the idea of a Public Charities Office was to suppress professional fraud and bring im-
posters to justice. Relief was doled out to the ‘worthy’ in sufficient quantities only to keep them
from starvation. Modern methods of philanthropy have crowded these bugaboos of organized charity
well down the list of its activities, and have replaced them with the ideas of service and adequate re-
lief. The Los Angeles County Charities has failed to free itself from the old point of view. As nearly
as we could learn, it is the policy of the office to assist only when no other resource is left, that is, in

cases of absolute destitution, and to give only sufficient aid to barely provide food and shel-
ter....Philanthropy of this type is neither progressive, scientific nor effective.” 125

To receive consideration from Crane’s office, relief applicants had to prove they had
lived in L.A. County for at least a year, lacked both property and liquid assets, and had no
able-bodied man in their family. Not only did these tests exclude the working poor, who
were legion in Los Angeles, but they denied help to most other low-income Angelenos.
“There is no attempt at constructive work in cases that simply represent a low standard of
living,” observed the Jan. 8, 1915 report. The supervisors took note of the resulting pau-
city of clients and gave Crane only four investigators, one assistant inspector, and one
clerk/stenographer to handle them. This number grew unimpressively to nine by 1915.126

Aid dispensed to the few families who qualified for it was, of course, de minimus.
Mostly it trickled out as food and household articles from grocers who had signed cost-

plus contracts with the Charities Office. “It is the policy of the office to give relief only in
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kind,” the report explained. “Cash is occasionally paid when the indigent needs other
things than may be procured by or ffom the grocer. In such cases, the grocer’s order is
increased to cover the amount of cash granted, and he is instructed to advance this
amount to the indigent.” The Charities Office never let its clients handle cash relief. It
paid rents, for example, directly to their landlords.!?7 In this respect it was no differént
from any other agency influenced by the Richmond school of social work. Clients were
held to be too irresponsible to use aid money wisely, at least in the early stages of their
cases. Friendly visiting was supposed to bring them slowly around to a more disciplined
encounter with life. The problem with the Charities Office was that it had inherited Rich-
mond’s low opinion of the poor but not the rigorous casework system she had devised to
uplift them. Even with a éaseload that drew in just a tiny fraction of destitute Angelenos,
Crane’s staff saw each client no more than two or three times a year. Each visit involved
a different investigator, with virtually no record-keeping, so there was little effort to re-
habilitate clients, train them for the job market, find daycare facilities for their children,
or do énything else to improve their material circumstances. 128

Tables 1 through 4 show the frail condition and limited reach of the welfare safety net

in Los Angeles near the end of the Progressive era:

1. Cases originated and funded by County Outdoor Relief
Division in fiscal year July 1, 1913-June 30, 1914,

Major catégories Total City County

General relief........... 518....... 336......... 182

Transportation*........ 137........ 114........... 23

Miscellaneous........... A5 [ I 14
Totals......... 670........ 451......... 219

Applicants rejected 738

* Recently arrived persons found to be public charges
were returned to their previous places of residence
outside L.A. County.
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2. Dollar value of kinds of felief provided
in fiscal year July 1, 1913—June 30, 1914

Orders Amount
Merchandise............ $34,975
Rent.....coecoivvenerirervennes 13,287
Cash...cc.coevrivnnenrienennn ceerire 4,444
Transportation.........c....... 4.894
Total............. $57,600
Receipts
Merchandise..........cccccoeenne. $10
Transportation..............c...... 57
Total................... $67
Net outlay........occocinenne. $57,533
QOutlay per case............... 386

3. Reasons relief sought* in 496 selected cases,
fiscal year July 1, 1913-June 30, 1914

TIINESS ....eeeveierreereeeriseensnnerenenns 133
Old @ge....cecoveveenrceerereneesnareserienersennns 115
Death of breadwinner ...................... 86
Failure of breadwinner..................... 71
Failure of mother......cccoccoeveuererrnenen. 26
Unemployment...........cccocivnrrerncecne. 19
Insanity .....coovecnvinivrnnneiinnicinencenns 17
Vicious habits.......cccceerrerenerverrereenne 6
UnKnown ..o 23

Total ....eeerereeeereeraen 496

*As defined by untrained relief investigators.

Source for Tables 1-3: L.A. County Board of Super-
visors Records Box 46, folder “Charities,” “Report
on Investigation of Outdoor Relief of the Los Ange-
les County Charities Office” (OD327-C), presented
to supervisors by David Evans, president of the L.A.
Bureau of Efficiency, Jan. 8, 1915, pp. 16-18, 20.

Words such as “failure” and “vicious habits” reveal a mindset among investigators that
placed the onus for misfortune on the poor themselves, not on the chronic dislocation of
the labor market caused by open-shop policies. Taken together, Tables 1 and 2 support
the Efficiency Bureau’s conclusion that the Charity Office’s interventions were “pallia-
tive rather than constructive.... While the relief given beyond doubt serves to meet an im-
mediate need in almost every instance, it is too small to lift the family to a normal stan-

dard of living or put it on the road to self-support.”129 The yearly average relief stipend of
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$86 per family was less than one-sixth the earnings of an ordinary laborer. Thé 518 fami-
lies receiving this “least-relief” shrank to a numerical nullity, moreover, when measured
against the tidal wave of layoffs and joblessness that swamped Los Angeles in 1913-14.

Pedestrians crossing the North Main Street bridge that winter and spring would have
spotted below them along the banks of the Los Angeles River a ragtag encampment of
400 men. Unemployed but not idle, they had organized themselves into a self-proclaimed
“army” that scrounged the city for food and blankets, set up a free employment stand, put
out a newspaper, and joined other jobless workers in protest rallies at the Labor Temple.
So orderly were these men that the police waited several months before arresting over
100 of them and rousting the rest out of the riverbank.!30

The unemployed army, led by a printer named Morris Rose, was just the vanguard of a
huge swarm of workers without work under whose clamorous weight the city nearly
buckled. “The parks in Los Angeles are literally crowded with strangers who are at the
point of despair,” reported the Citizen. “They have come to the conclusion that it is a
waste of time to even look for work.” Estimates of the number of jobless in the city
ranged from 30,000 to 35,000; thousands more had settled in the outlying county.!3!
Among unions, Carpenters No. 1763 and the Iron Workers reported 50% of their mem-
bers out of work; Millmen & Cabinet Makers, 45%; Waiters and Typographers, 40%;
Painters No. 267, 30%,; Cooks and Bakers, 25%; and Webb Pressmen, 20%. Thev Sou-
thern Pacific Railroad alone discharged 1,200 workers during December, 1913.132

Despite this carnage throughout the fiscal year, the county’s Outdoor Relief Division
accepted only 19 applications from men and women deprived of work by the national re-
cession that struck Los Angeles a particularly nasty blow (see Table 3 above). Its coun-
terpart, the city relief office, slowly crumbled under the onslaught. By coiaparison, the

Central Labor Council fed 200 jobless workers two meals a day in its rathskeller during
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the first four months of 1914--this despite thé idling of at least a quarter of its mem-
bers.133 It also warned unionists around the country not to move to Los Angeles in the
hope of finding work, and it mobilized hundreds of the unemployed as well as those still
working to demand a city public works hiring program. The latter initiative fell on deaf
ears among progressives on the city council, though it was vigorously supported by the
lone socialist-labor councilman, Fred C. Wheeler.!34 Statewide, the ‘progressive governor,
Hiram Johnson, took no steps to alleviate mass layoffs and the suffering they caused.
“With hunger stalking the streets of San Francisco and Los Angeles, and with unem-
ployed armies ranging through the state, progressivism might well have broadened its
appeal and cemented labor to its cause by caring for the unfortunates,” wrote Mowry.
“Instead the governor, by his silence, acquiesced to... the use of the firchose and the
club.”135

Work Camps

It did take a significant step in a new direction, however. For more than a year the
Central Labor Council had demanded a public works program for the jobless. The city
council rejected the idea. The county supervisors did not. Bearing the brunt of the crisis
and unwilling to solve it through relief, they backed Martin’s proposal to “establish a
county rock pile for the purpose of furnishing legitimate employment to the unem-
ployed.” By arrangement between Charities and the Road Department, the camp was set
up near Claremont, California in the late fall of 1915. Hundreds of Angelenos fractured
rock by hand there until May 20, 1916, when the facility closed.

It cost the camp roughly 90 cents a ton to produce road-sized gravel for which the
Road Department paid 60 cents and Charities subsidized the rest. Since wages were based
on the tonnages each worker produced, we don’t know how much they earned a day. It

had to be considerably less than the prevailing $2 for manual labor, however, given Mar-
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tin’s rationale. “The idea,” he said, was “to have the rate of compensation such that the
employment would not attract [men] from other lines of industry or from localities out-
side Los Angeles County.”!36 Assuming the men earned $1.50 a day and worked six days
a week, the $6,637.68 wage bill for rock-breaking in December, 1915 would have re-
quired the equivalent of about 170 workers. Turnover was undoubtedly high, however,
based on the Road Department’s experience at its own camps where the pay was better.
An educated guess is that over 1,500 men passed through the quarry during the six
months it provided jobs for the unemployed.!37

Martin occasionally had to remind the supervisors that the Claremont program was not
meant to generate income for the county. In Decembér, 1915, only a few weeks after it
began, they quizzed him about its cost. He conceded that breaking rock by hand was 50
percent more expensive than the Roéd Department’s use of machinery--but that, he said,

was not the point:

“It was never expected that road rock could be broken by hand as cheaply as by machinery. No ar-
gument is necessary on that score. The problem was to find some way of furnishing work for the un-
employed and, if possible, work of a productive nature, and do away with the doling out of charity to
needy persons who wanted work and not charity. This rock-breaking is not ideal by any means, but I
contend that it is the best logical scheme that has been instituted in this section whereby the Qutdoor
Relief Division has been able to say to able-bodied applicants for work that they have work for
them...” 138

This argument carried the day, at least for another year. With the supervisors® support
Martin opened a second rock-breaking camp for 25 men near the construction site of the
Devil’s Gate Dam on July 10, 1916. The Charities Department hired the laborers, fed and
boarded them, and ran the commissary while the Devil’s Fate Flood Control Engineer
laid out, checked, and timed the work. Wages here were more generous, averaging $2 a
day. The regulations Martin posted at the new camp tell us a good deal about this form of

work-relief in Los Angeles County during the first world war:

« “No worker may remain in the camp over 90 days.
« “Any man shall be required to leave if employment is found for him at the same rate the camp is
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paying--i.e. $2/day.

» “All workers shall be required to undergo at least cne half-hour’s military training five days a
week. -

+ “No man shall work more than eight hours a day or more than six days a week.

* “No man shall be allowed to break and receive pay for more than cighteen cubic yards of rock per
week [i.e. earn over $2.40 a day].

* “Any man found reveling, gambling, or in possession of intoxicating liguor will be immediately
discharged and barred from returning to the camp.”

Cash or Carry?

When Martin arrived on the scene he quickly had to grapple with the Outdoor Relief
Office’s longstanding policy of giving aid only in kind. it distributed most of this aid to
some 160 families through chits redeemable for food and household articles at 84 local
groceries. In January, 1915 the Efficiency Bureau and State Charities investigators had
condemned this practice: “[T]he grocery order method of relief is not only extravagant, as
an economical woman often can make the money go much further than an order for the
same amount, but it is also deadening to the self-respect, and certain types of cases will
refuse aid rather than submit to what is to them a humiliating situation. This is a condi-
tion the County, in fairness, cannot dismiss by saying ‘beggars shoﬁld not be choosers.’”
Whenever possible, declared the investigators, aid should be given as checks made out to
the clients themselves rather than their grocers or landlords.!3% This advice was rein-
forced a few months later by the State Board of Charities and Correction, which parceled
out state aid to widows, orphans, and abandoned children in L..A. County through Mar-
tin’s department. The Board notified him that Los Angeles was one of only four Califor-
nia counties that still converted such grants into food and clbthing.' It not.only urged him
to distribute state aid directly to clients as cash, but to do so in the form of regular bank
checks instead of special charity drafts that identified their recipients as paupers.i40

Martin recommended this policy change to the supervisors. Without notifying him

they rejected it. He heard about their decision through county counsel Hill and let the is-
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sue drop until the State Board again called for cash payments in January, 1916. Once

more, Martin nudged his employers to honor the request:

“] believe that if this department were allowed the discretionary power of determining who should
and who should not receive cash in lieu of groceries.,.we could take care of the situation to the bet-
ter advantage of all concerned for the following reasons: (Firsi)-In state-aid cases the families re-
quiring attention from the county are often frugal and independent...but are compelled to call upon
the state or county solely because of misfortune. (Second)-it helps to maintain the wife’s inde-
pendence by allowing her to trade where she wishes. (Third~In many instances the money will go
further. (Fourth-It will [reduce] the number of people who know that assistance is being
given....” 141

--And again the supervisors stood fast. It seems clear they either didn’t trust recipients
to spend cash aid wisely, or they wanted to stigmatize and complicate relief to make it
less sought after, or both. In their view it was too easy to for the poor to pocket cash and
spend it willy-nilly; better they should carry home bread, milk, cooking oil, soap, and
pots with little or no diScretionary income for the movie house or fan-tan table.

Martin’s one consolation in his campaign to make relief less punitive was Charities’
replacement of scores of individual grocery contracts with a centralized county food
store. The January 1, 1915 ordinance creating his department stipulated that “[a]s far as
practicable all supplies of any kind or nature in the Department of Charities, including
Outdoor Relief for the indigent poor, must be drawn through the county commissary.”
Much to the dismay of the Southern California Retail Grocers’ Association, which re-
peatedly sniped at it, this facility opened its doors to indigents the following April Fool’s
Day. From all over the county the department’s clients began flocking there by foot, rail,
or jitney cab for their monthly orders of food and supplies.!42

The theory behind setting up a public commissary was twofold: clients would no
longer have to pick up their orders in ways and at places that advertised their relief status

to their neighbors, while Charities would save the profits previously claimed by local

grocers. In practice, however, the new system did not work. The distances some recipi-
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ents had to travel proved onerous, and local grocers were soon given back their contracts
to distribute milk, bread, and other perishable items.!43 This compromise merely delayed
the inevitable. Before the end of the decade the commissary experiment was quietly can-
celled.

A Ride Out of Town
Table 1 above notes that the Outdoor Relief Division handled 137 “transportation”

cases in fiscal year 1913-14. That prosaic line item recorded one of its most controversial
practices. When the division learned that relief-seekers had arrived in the county within
the year, it often sent them back to their former places of residence. This in itself violated
no norm. The problem arose from the department’s failure to investigate the resources
available to the indigents it was entraining out of Los Angeles County.

By 1915 most large relief agencies in the United States had signed a formal Transpor-
tation Agreement which required them to take several precautions before they moved re-
lief applicants from place to place. They had to ascertain, first, that applicants could not
afford their own fares; second, that transporting them would improve their prospects; and
third, that they would have sufficient resources at their destinations to prevent them from
becoming dependent or, alternatively, that they had already been clients of the public
charities there.}44 Failure to satisfy any of these points would bar the transportation of an
indigent, leading to his or her care in situ by the agency doing the investigation.

Neither the Los Angeles County Department of Charities nor its older relief office had
ever signed this agreement, and they routinely ignored its provisions. Discovering that
relief applicants could or could not pay for their rail tickets, they probed such cases no
further. An indigent might arrive at his destination penniless, with no prospects other than
charity. The destination might not even be his former home or legal residence. No matter.

So far as the Outdoor Relief Office was concerned, out of sight was out of mind. “Only
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eighteen of one hundred and nineteen transportation [cases] recommended during the last
fiscal year were investigated in any degree,” the Efficiency Bureau found in January,
1915. “It is impossible to believe that this discredited method cf granting and securing
transportation does not work hardships on other communities.” The bureau urged Mar-
tin’s department to sign and conform to the Transportation Agreement.!4 |

It did not take this advice. As the stinginess of the relief funds available to Martin grew
during World War I, so did his interest in sending potential clients out of town.146 Trans-
portation became a welcome safety valve--the more so if investigations did not get in the
way. His employers found no fault with this attitude and even encouraged it. Supervisor
Norton, in particular, saw transportation as a quick way to dispose of the “hordes” of
Mexicans allegedly swamping the county’s relief office.

“A very serious and perplexing situation confronts us with regard to the extraordinary

influx of Mexicans,” Norton warned his colleagues in April, 1916:

“Practically twenty-five per cent of the patients in our County hospital are from this class. One hun-
dred and forty-seven Mexican families, comprising at least 850 people, are receiving assistance
through our Qutdoor Relief Department....In addition to the 147 families receiving Qutdoor Relief,
we have about 120 of these men working at the rock camp near Claremont. It is estimated that these
men are taking care of at least 700 additional people, making a total here of between 800 and 900, or
a grand total of between 1,800 and 2,000 of these people that are dependent wholly upon the County
for their support....I would recommend that a strong resolution be prepared and sent to the Federal
Government, detailing these facts and asking that these people be returned to the country from
whence they came.” 147

In a resolution adopted ten days later the supervisors took the above data at face value
and called on the federal government to deport all aliens who had become public charges
of the county.!48 This demand, from the point of view of social work theory, amounted to
outright defiance of the national Transportation Agreement. The Mexican scare quickly
subsided, however, when the Immigration Service’s top agent in Los Angeles, Charles T.
Connell, demolished Norton’s figures and consequently his argument. Only 99 of the

County Hospital’s 1,080 patients had Mexican backgrounds, Cennell pointed out--and 41
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of these were U.S. citizens while another 56 were Mexican nationals who had legitimate
and approved reasons for visiting the hospital. That left only two patients subject to pos-
sible deportation. In a similar vein, Connell said he had seen no evidence that any of the
Mexican families on relief had become public charges for reasons antedating their arrival
in the United States--the key test for any attempt to exclude them. Finally, Connell re-
minded the supervisors that because the 120 laborers at Claremont had broken rock for

pay, they were clearly not public charges and therefore not deportable, 149

L.A. Social Work: The Progressive Legacy

Norton’s notion of a Mexican triage in matters of relief nonetheless did not die. This
progressive-era idea--the racist’s answer to Americanization--embedded itself in the cul-
ture of the Department of Charities with fateful consequences for thousands of Mexicans
and Mexican-Americans. In 1927 charities superintendent R. R. Miller told a House of
Representatives immigration committee that it was his policy when aiding Mexican fami-
lies “to reduce the ordinary food budgets 20%. Rents [i.e. relief payments for rent] also
are cheaper than for American families.”!50 Like his successor, Rex Thomson, Miller
drew no distinction between Mexican immigrants and their U.S.-born children: all were
“aliens,” all fell short of anglo-saxon standards, all were the objects of a discriminatory
welfare policy. And, like Thomson, though much less extensively, Miller apparently used
forcible repatriation as a way to get them off relief.!5!

The triage soon grew more severe. Frances Feldman, a sbcial work administrator and
educator whose career spanned seven decades, recalled her encounter with this policy
during a 1930s-40s stint at the department’s office in L.A.’s mostly Mexican Belvedere
district. “We had three budget levels for families on assistance until I became Belvedere

director in 1943,” she said. “We had an ‘A’ budget for Caucasians, a ‘B’ budget for
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Blaéks, which was lower, and a ‘C’ budget for Mexicans which was 15% lower than the
one for Blacks. Rex Thomson said it was because the Mexicans ate beans. This same
mentality led to the notion that ‘they ought to go back where they came from.”” 152

In the early 1930s Thomson presided over the largest single instance of transportation-
-more aptly coerced repatriation--in U.S. social work history. Sixteen trainloads of Mexi-
cans pulled out of the Southern Pacific depot at county expense between March 23, 1931
and April 19, 1934. Bound for Nogales or El Paso and points in Mexico’s economically
wracked interior, they carried 2,438 families and 13,332 individuals to an uncertain
fate.133 Many of the children were U. S. citizens leaving home in a legal as well as a
physical and emotional sense. All 2,438 families had been drawing relief from the Bureau
of County Welfare in the department Thomson headed: that, and their Mexicanness, real
or perceived, were the sins for which the bureau had induced them to leave the country
with little or no investigation of the wretched conditions awaiting them.

The Mexican “repatriations” shook the barrios and colonias of scores of American cit-
ies during the Depression years. Several investigators have gauged the exodus at nearly a
half-million people.!54 For Los Angeles County alone, newspaper and other estimates of
Mexicans leaving because of organized prodding by social workers, immigration raids in
the Plaza area, joblessness, widespread nativist hostility, and false promises of free land
in Mexico were much higher than the number of repatriates on Thomson’s trains, but im-
possible to confirm.!33 It is universally agreed, however, that Los Angeles far outpaced
any other U.S. county in repatriations.

Anyone who seeks to understand this mass uprooting as a social work phenomenon
must give special attention to welfare traditions born in progressive-era I.os Angeles, es-
pecially within Martin’s Department of Charities and among the supervisors who over-

saw it. Before 1900 there had been much prejudice against Mexicans in the city but no
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public relief. After 1915 such prejudice often found its targets through relief, Americani-
zation, and other forms of social work. This was, moreover, only part of the progressive
era’s impact on later generations. Its other great legacy was the principle of least relief.

Had he lived into the 1930s and 1940s Martin would have instantly recognized the
L.A. Charities Department as the agency he once ran--above all in the obstacle-ridden
way it dispensed aid to the poor. Many districts still gave rent checks only to landlords,
and in-kind aid still dominated. “Clients received food vouchers redeemable at a local
store rather than direct cash grants,” Feldman recalled. “Moreover we applied a very rigid
means test. Families on relief couldn’t own a car. They were permitted only a $50 cash
reserve, and maybe a burial plot. They had to sign a lien on their house and promise to
pay the relief back. If the client died before that happened, the county had first crack at
the money owed. Liens were a problem for people with a car and a littlé home.”156

The hurdles that welfare applicants were forced to jump had been imposed in patch-
work fashion by federal, state, and local laws over the preceding 45 years. Congress had
barred welfare payments to anyone living in the United States less than five years, while
California had required three years’ local residence. Through its 1901 Pauper Act, the
state had encumbered public acts of charity with the investigation of clients and other dis-
ciplinary reforms.!37 But it was L.A. county that decided how much relief to give, to
whom, in what form, and under what local conditions. The choices it made in the years
1910-17 anticipated the extraordinary system of least relief that is very much with us to-
day.

Least Relief and the Opgn Shop

Nothing more clearly shows the connection between least relief and a large reserve
army of the unemployed than the activities of the L.4. Times, Merchants’ and Manufac-

turers’ Association (M&M), Realty Board, and railroads during the dark days of 1913-14.
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While United Charities collapsed and tens of thousands of idle men and women
crowded the streets, parks, and riverbed of Los Angeles, these open-shop forcés worked
overtime to brihg thousands more job-seekers to the city. The Times, in its nationally cir-
culated 1913 midwinter edition, listed 20 reasons for people to move to southern Califor-
nia. The railroads seeded brochures throughout the East with descriptions of jobs begging
to be filled in Los Angeles. At the very peak of the unemployment crisis, Louis and Rich-
ard Perry note in their History of the Los Angeles Labor Movement, 1911-1941, “[t]hat
curious California institution, the home-seekers’ excursion train, sponsored by the rail-
roads and aided by the advertising of Los Angeles booster organizations...continued to
bring in more residents along with the tourists. Estimates of the total number of persons
entering the city by this means between October, 1913 and March, 1914 ranged from
30,000 to 40,000.” Police Chief Charles E. Sebastian condemned the nonstop advertising
that had glutted the local job market and raised the crime rate.!38 In testimony before the
U.S. Commission on Industrial Relations, metal trades leader Curly Grow blamed the
strategic recruitment of surplus labor for 20% to 25% of the city’s unemployment that
winter.159 Real estate boosters, said the Citizen, “well know that a large army of the un-
employed will mean that wages will be kept down.”160

This was not the first or last time Otis, Zeehandelaar, and their allies beckoned thou-
sands of job-seekers to L.A. under false pretences. During the bump in unemployment at
the start of 1908, with 10,000 to 20,000 workless workers roaming the city, both the
M&M and the Citizens’ Alliénce ran ads in eastern newspapers promising good jobs at
high wages to readers willing to make the trip. The ad campaign worked. With so many
immigrants desperate for any work they could find, jobs imposing low wages, long hours,
and signed promises to oppose unionization were quickly filled. Stimson notes that 1908

“saw a decline in number of new unions organized. Only 2 were formed, compared with
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16 in 1906 and 6 in 1907.” By 1910 Los Angeles County héd at best 15,000 union mem-
bers in a population of 504,000; San Francisco had over three times that many union
members in a population of only 416,000. 161

Numbers like these delighted the M&M, Citizens’ Alliance, Chamber of Commerce,
Realty Board, Founders’ & Employers’ Association, dozens of kindred organizations,
and most of the city’s the daily newspapers. Together they championed a free-market
ideology that exerted a hegemonic force in Los Angeles during the Progressive Era. Its
slogans were “industrial freedom” and “the open shop”. As a rallying cry for middle-class
Angelenos, industrial freedom meant the right to work in or without a union, but in prac-
tice what emerged was an impressively coordinated and partly successful movement to
shut unions out of the workplace. Reporting to the L.A. Central Labor Council after they
testified before the Industrial Relations Commission, several union activists believed they
had made “a compelling case that the open shop does not exist in L.A. It is instead a
closed-shop city --closed to labor.”162

Employers and their support groups deployed an impressive arsenal of weapons
against workers trying to organize. In addition to those noted earlier, they included firing
workers without cause, company unions, laws banning picket lines and free speech, mass
arrests of strikers, employment bureaus that weeded out pro-union job seekers while sup-
plying replacement workers to struck firms, importing strikebreakers, boycotting union-
ized firms, and denying them credit. Like right-wing ideologues today, the partisans of
industrial freedom in Progressive-era Los Angeles celebrated the “free” market but de-
manded that the state intervene to make it unfree whenever workers tried to organize on a
par with employers.

Most of the above weapons came into play during specific labor disputes, and they

were often effective. The success of the open shop required a much longer-range erosion
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of union power, however, and a more chronic distortion of the labor market. This was
achieved by recruiting a reserve army of the unemployed and reinforcing it ith prison
labor, blacklists and yellow-dog contracts.

A classic instance of the use of corvée labor occurred in September, 1913, just as the
city’s worst unemployment crisis approached its peak. Rather than hire unemployed day
laborers to repair the North Broadway bridge across the L.A. River, the city engineer fol-
lowed Street Department practice by borrowing 56 jail inmates to do the job. This deci-
sion greatly vexed Grow, who rose up before other delegates at the Sept. 19 labor council
meeting and drew the appropriate connection between corvées and the reserve army of

jobless workers. “These unfortunates ,” he said,

“are lured here by the railroads, who spread lies about conditions, giving the impression that work is
plentiful. These men come here, spend their little money, and are soon penniless. Then, they are
vagged in the streets for having been poor and now they’re forced to work in open competition with
honest labor, doing a poor paving job on the bridge while expert pavers with families to support hunt
work.” 163

Compulsory anti-unionism, or “yellow-dog” contracts between employers and individ-
ual workers, became a common requirement for new hires around 1904, when the open-
shop alliance led by Otis decided not merely to oppose labor’s demands but to destroy
unionism root and branch. International Molders’ president Joseph Valentine had visited
L.A. in January of vthat year and had asked the city’s foundries to recognize the local
branch of his union. Rather than negotiate, companies represented by the Founders’ and
Employers’ Association forced their employees and job applicants to sign affidavits of
union nonmembership; those who didn’t were fired or denied work.!%4 This requirement
immediately affected all the city’s metal trades: machinists, iron and brass moldefs, boil-
ermakers, lathers, blacksmiths and helpers, iron workers, patternmakers, and sheet metal
workers. A typical affidavit, actually sent to machinist John O’Brien when he asked for a

foundry job in 1910, follows:
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Contract
This Agreement, made this 17th day of August, A.D., 1910, by and between the Founders’ and Em-
ployers’ Association of Los Angeles, Californiz, party of the first part, and John G’Brien, represent-
ing himself to be a first class machinist of large experience in general machine skop work, including
lathes, shapers, planers, and milling machine work and jeb work, party of the second part...

Los Angeles, Cal.
(to be dated when signed, 1904)

“To the Founders’ and Employers’ association of Lcs Angeles:

“T hereby apply for employment in one of the foundries connected with the Founders’ and Em-
ployers’ Association of Los Angeles....I am not a member of any labor organization and 1 promise
that while in the employ of any member of the Founders’ and Employers’ association I will render
faithful service in the interests of my employer. I will not become a member or be identified with or
influenced by any of the labor unions, their agents, or walking delegates or any one representing
them while in the employ of any member of this association, but I will preserve my independence
permitting no outside influences to interfere with or dictate in my affairs with my employer.”

“.......{to be signed by O’Brien before a notary public)........ » 165
From the metal trades, compulsory non-unionism as a condifion of hire spread to less
skilled occupations, including laundry work. This happened not by osmosis, but by de-
sign. In June, 1907, Otis challenged every Los Angeles employer to follow his newspaper
in adopting the practice. “We will hire heréafter no man who is a member of any union,”
he declared in a Times editorial. “We will exact a pledge and enforce it by a penalty that
our employes shall never join any union...”1%6 Affidavits and verbal promises to shun
walking delegates became so common that L.A. unionists at the 1907 and 1910 state la-
bor federation conventions won resolutions urging the legislature to cutlaw yellow-dog
contracts. Despite strenuous lobbying by the federation, neither effort succeeded. All five
progressive senators from Los Angeles voted against the 1910-11 bill, and when it
reached the House both the L.A. Chamber of Commerce and Meyér Lissner convinced
Gov. Johnson to bury it there--Lissner arguing that its passage would doom the city’s
progressive movement.!67 Once again, reformers dropped their quarrel with the Old
Guard to march in lock-step against labor. The 1911 legisiature was and is the most cele-
brated in California history, having enacted utility regulation, direct democracy (includ-

ing the recall of judges), and other hard-fought reform measures. On purely economic
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measures touching the daily wants and needs of working people,” observed the Citizen, it
“was more than willing to defeat even the moderate demands of labor.”168

Coupled with signed and verbal yellow-dog contracts, the mustering of a permanent
army of job-seekers became a potent anti-union weapon in progressive-era Los Angeles.
Along the southern coast as well as nationally unemployment rcse early in 1912, and
boosters chose the opportunity thus presented to advertise the city as “another Eden” in
eastern papers like the Utica, New York Saturday Globe. “The great southwest of Cali-
fornia extends a hearty invitation to the workers of the land to ‘come on in’,” one such ad
announced. “The development of this region is going on so rapidly that muscle to do the
common work is always scarce....It is claimed that there is room throughout this Pacific
empire, at this present moment, for 100,000 unskilled laborers, if they are only willing,
law-abiding and industrious.”16? The influx of job-seekers quickened notably during the
deep recession of 1914-15 and continued after the end of the war in Europe. In fhe féll df
1921, L.A. labor leader John S. Horn wrote central labor bodies, building trades councils,
and local unions across the U.S., wamiﬁg their laid-off members not to come to Los An-
geles. “There is an effort being made by the M&M and Chamber of Commerce to flood
the labor market here with workers in order to beat down conditions,” he said. “We al-
ready have 30,000 men out of work and the outlook is bad for the winter.”!70

What did this fluctuating but always large and zealously recruited unemployed army
have to do with L.A.’s public charities and their tradition of least relief? Everything. The
charities were overseen by progressives on L.A.’s city and county governing councils
who had not only steeped themselves in free-market ideology but who in many cases had |
earned their livelihoods in the business world. With the rare exception of politicians like
Norton, Richmond .Plant, and of course the indefatigable socialist Fred Whéeler, they

were as devoted to the open-shop cause as Otis and Zeehandelaar.
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Norman Martin shared theis outiook. As Superintendent of Charities he seems to have
been genuinely moved by the threadbare lives of his clients, and upset by the paltry re-
sources he had been given to help them. These concerns were trumped, however, by his
many years as an executive of the Southern Pacific Railroad and his aloofness from orga-
nized labor. During his tenure at Charities, Martin never challenged least relief as a mat-
ter of principle. Even his fondness for transportation, while generating a fifth of his de-
partment’s caseload, failed to make a noticeable dent in the legions of the unemployed. A
few of the increasingly professionalized social workers he hired must have chafed at the
constraints they labored under, but they, too, were caught in the web of least relief.

Beginning on October 1, 1929, the L.A. Times published a series of articles entitled
“The Forty-Year War for a Free City.” It celebrated what Otis and his successor, Harry
Chandler, misread as the defeat of unionism in Los Angeles, the triumph of the open
shop, and the reasons for these outcomes. Though he had been dead a dozen years, the
final article summarized Otis’ conclusions. A key reason for the assumed victory over

organized labor, it said,

“lies in the great number of nonunion and frequently anti-union artisans of every trade who are per-
manent residents of Los Angeles and who constitute one of the main defenses of the open shop. As
has been seen in the great majority of the strikes described in these articles, the same thing occurs
with monotonous regularity--a strike is called, the places of the strikers are promptly filled by non-
union men, and the industry goes on with, at most, only a temporary inconvenience....With such a
reservoir of free labor to draw upon, it is not extraordinary that Los Angeles industries should have
been able successfully to cope with union walkouts.” 171

Otis and Chandler knew full well that this “reservoir of free labor” did not materialize
out of thin air, or flow from the city’s factories, shops, and offices. It came from the ranks
of desperate men and women lured to the city by a promise of jobs that did not exist until
lockouts or walkouts (a great many “strikes” in L.A. were actually the former) created
openings. The operative word here is desperate. Only an open-shop zealot who was also

a great simpleton would have recommended lowering the level of grief through welfare
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for the able-bodied unemployed, or through anything but least relief for widows, single
mothers, the lame, and the halt. Charity and the open shop were mutually exclusive

terms.
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3.

Developmental Reform: When Every Class
Thought Bigger Was Better

The pursuit of growth consumed L.A.’s progressives from 1890 to World War 1. In all
its urban forms--population, commerce, manufacturing, public infrastructure, and city
government--growth was their holy grail. Only a handful of progressives were not intoxi-
cated by it. The same can be said of the city’s unions and the open-shop lobby led by
Otis. All three forces equated a bigger Los Angeles with a better Los Angeles. Why, then,
were they so often at odds? The answer lies in the fact that labor’s zeal for growth was
inseparably linked to a demand for full popular democracy--something neither Otis nor
most progressives ranked near the top of their to-do lists.

By any measure the advocates of developmental reform, including the unions, enjoyed
phenomenal success. Their impact on the economy dates approximately to 1890. In that
year, says Fogelson, “Los Angeles’ principal industries--its flour mills, carpentry shops,
and slaughterhouses--were small in scale, geared to the home market, and confined to
consumer goods.”! The city did not become a manufacturing powerhouse until the 1930s.
Even so its industrial growth during the reform era was sturdy and impressive, especially
when compared with that of much more industrially advanced San Francisco.

Besides the three turn-of-the century industries noted by Fogelson, Los Angeles had,
or added, several others employing significant numbers of workers during the progressive
years. These included home and office construction, job printing, the wholesale trades,
tourism, fruit and vegetable production, garment manufacture, motion pictures, shipping
and warehousing, metal trades, and oil extraction. Disproportionately, the working class

was engaged in producing nondurable goods and services for local consumption, but an
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Table 2A. Number of Manufacturing Establishments
Los Angeles and San Francisco, 1899-1919
(in thousands)

% change
1899 1904 1909 1914 1919 1899-1919
Los Angeles ) 8 1.3 1.9 2.5 400

San Francisco 1.7 2.3 1.83* 23 2.4 4]

Table 2B. Percent Increase in Value of Manrufactured Goods,
Los Angeles and San Francisco, 1890-1914

1890- 1904- 1909- % change

1904 1909 1914 1899-1914
Los Angeles 157.0 97.1 50.8 585.4
San Francisco 28.8 -3.5* 22.0 51.7

Table 2C. Percent Increase in Wage Earners Engaged in Manu-
facturing in Los Angeles and San Francisco, 1890-1923

1890- 1904- 1909- 1910- 1919- 34-Year

1904 1909 1914 1919 1923 Period
Los Angeles 102.0 66.0 37.0 98.0 17.7 972.2
San Francisco 18.0 -36.0* 12.4 52.9 -17.3 34.0

* The 1904-09 declines for San Francisco in Tables 1A-C reflect the economic devas-
tation of the 1906 earthquake. The Census Bureau repeatedly changed its criteria for
manufacturing establishments in Table 1. In 1899 it excluded those earning less than
$500 per year. Thereafter it raised the bar from census to census, discounting more
small shops. The five-year totals for either city are incommensurate, but rough com-
parisons of the two cities remain valid. Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Growth of
Manufactures, 1899-1923, Washington, D.C., 11928, pp. 83, 180; idem, Thirteenth
Census of the United States, vol. 9 Manufactures, pp. 92, 94, 97; idem, Fourteenth
Census of the United States, vol. 9, Manufactures, pp. 83, 106-110. [Tables modified
from Clark, “The Limits of Liberty,” pp. 212-13].

oil boom in the L.A. basin created a supply of cheap energy that soon filled 10 percent of

the nation’s needs, rising to 20 percent by the 1920s and drawing the first manufacturers

with a national market to the city.2

Los Angeles business establishments were smaller and more spread out than those in
San Francisco, giving the town a vestigial rusticity. “But fewer and fewer arrivals...could
expect to become independent artisans, farmers, or small businessmen,” says Clark, “and
more and more could expect to be wage-earners.”® Many of the latter toiled in a burgeon-

ing industrial district that ran eastward from main Street and straddled the Los Angeles
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River. Here arose the clamor of small factories, metal shops and foundries, wholesale
markets, and food-processing plants. Mexican, Italian, Japanese, Chinese, Dalmatian, and
native-born white workers lived nearby in the small homes, house courts, boarding
houses, and hotels of Sonoratown and Chinatown.4

As the following tables show, the rise in manufacturing and long-distance trade left a
clear imprint on other data sets from that era:

Table 3.
Port of Los Angeles Commerce, 1888-1932
(in thousands)

Year Net tons Year Nettons
1890......... 186 1910......... 1,713
1900......... 215 1920......... 4,340

Sources: Board of Economic Survey, Economic
Survey of the Port of Los Angeles, July 15, 1933,
table 54. Adapted from Fogelson, p. 119;

By 1915 the port had partially freed itself from Espee’s tentacles and developed mod-
ern wharfing and transshipment facilities; some 20 steamship lines plied its waters. Over-
land transportation had grown apace. Los Angeles was an electric railway hub employing

Table 4. Bank Clearances

Year Amount

1890 ... ceereerierereetereteeresreesctssnnenseneees $36,019,721
1900 .... rrreeesreseeresataennerarensrarenn 123,000,000
TOT0 cereeereree e eneeer e cvese s ansessesaaes 811,377,487
1920 ceiieeeeeeeeieseenre e ecrreeereresnens 3,994,280,520

Sources: for 1890 & 1910: Municipal News, May
29, 1912; for 1900 (rounded total): Perry, Louis B.
& Richard S., 4 History of the Los Angeles Labor
Movement, p. 5, for 1920: L.A. Clearing House As-
sociation, cited in E.L. Hampton, “How the Open
Shop Promotes General Prosperity in Los Angeles,”
Industrial Digest, New York ca. 1927,

more than 6,000 workers and serving 25,000 square miles with over 1,100 miles of track.
It was also the terminus for four transcontinental railroads. The number of trains running

in and out of the city was greater than that of Chicago, Indianapolis, Cleveland, Cincin-

nati, Detroit, and Grand Rapids combined.5
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When the Standard Oil Company sank its tapreots into southern California soil at the
turn of the century, eastern capital began flowing into Los Angeles and bank clearances
soared. Clearances multiplied over 32 times in the two decades after 1900 as the pace of
industrialization and commerce quickened. San Francisco still led all other West Coast
cities in finance, but Los Angeles was closing fast. By the late 1920s it served as head-

quarters for California’s second and third largest banks.

Table SA. Building Operations

Year Permits Value
1900 1,922 $2,519,361
1910 10,738 21,684,100
1920 ? 60,023,600

Sources: Municipal News, May 29, 1912;
L.A. Building Department, 1910-20.

Table 5B. Property Values

Fiscal Total Assessed

Year Valuation

1880-81....coiirtreerirrerereeeeesessearerarnnsenns $7,259,588
1890-91 ...t seae s 49,320,670
1900-01 .ot seeeereeseeanas 65,599,920
T10-11 ot eerr e nieeas 332,506,774
1912-13 . e 443,648,969

Source: Calendar Year Message of Mayor George
Alexander to the L.A. city council, Jan. 6. 1913.

Home, office, and industrial construction long ranked as the city’s key industry, re-
sponsible for much of the traffic through the harbor and most of the footholds won by
organized labor. The data shown above inspired repeated bouts of civic bragging: “Facts
and figures about the material growth of Los Angeles that will make the chest of any true
Angelene just about ‘bust’ with pride,” was the way the Municipal News’ characterized
the 1910-11 construction boom. In tandem with building permits, assessed valuations and
tax collections also exploded. Rising taxes helped the city retire some of the enormous

debt it had shouldered to improve the harbor and build the aqueduct--bﬁt rising assess-
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ments allowed it to take on even more debt for even more infrastructural feats!
People Everywhichway

Progressives took great satisfaction from the wave of new residents that ﬂoodedq Los
Angeles after 1890. “No American city, not even Chicago in its phenomenal development
from 1860 to 1870, could show such rapid growth,” boasted Willard.” For good reason,
labor activists declined to ceiebrate. They did not oppose population growth, especially
by annexation, but in much of the drummed-up traffic from the East and Midwest they
saw a deliberate attempt by Otis, the Chamber of Commerce, and the Board of Trade to

marginalize unions.

Table 6. Los Angeles City
Population as of Jan. 18
(rounded to nearest 100)

Year Population
1890 ......coeeeenrirereeenene 50,400
1900 ..cccieiienneenenes 102,500
1910 ..o 319,200
1915 s 475,400
1920 ....oeererreeerererenne 576,700

This spectacular increase in residents impressed L.A. reformers all the more when they
compared it with San Francisco’s modest growth. In 1890 the northern city outranked
Los Angeles by nearly 300,000 people and led the state in manufacturing and commerce,
but while L.A.’s population doubled in the 1890s, more than tripled in the 1900s, and
nearly doubled again in the 1910s, San Francisco’s failed to double over the entire three
decades. “Once ridiculed by San Franciscans as a ‘cowtown,’” says Clark, “by 1920 Los
Angeles claimed more residents than its neighbor to the North.”® Progressives no less
than Old Guard growth addicts rankled under San Francisco’s demographic superiority,
and they gauged some of their own legitimacy and success by that standard.

L.A.’s early twentieth-century population boom had many sources. Besides natural in-

crease it drew on an explosive migration of white native-born Protestants from the Mid-
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west and East seeking retirement in a benign climate or jobs in a labor market they had
been led to believe was boundless. Some of the influx was spontaneous, especially during
hard times back East. Much more of it was recruited up by the Chamber of Commerce,
Realty Board, M&M, newspapers, and railroads through nationwide advertisirig of L.A.’s
virtues, traveling boosters and exhibits, cheap rail fares, and pamphlets and books by the
thousands. It was a veritable myth-making machine.10 The city it conjuréd--romantic,
bucolic, free of strife, economically forgiving, unlimited in opportunities--never existed,
but that image proved highly attractive to the small-town and farmstead Americans who
poured into Los Angeles from the mid-1880s on. Some of them formed the political base
for the city’s anti-vice crusades and its miserly social provision. Others, joined by immi-
grants from western and southeastern Europe, China, Japan, Mexico, and the U.S. South,
bolstered a working class that turned out to be more radical than the toilers of San Fran-
cisco or any other western city, 11

Another boost to population came from the phenomenal outward leap of L.A.’s boun-
daries. In just two decades after 1895 the city’s area grew over 10 times, from 27.7 to
288.2 square miles. Voter-approved annexations of and consolidations with outlying ar-
eas accounted for nearly all the increase. One notable spate of acquisitions from mid-
1909 to mid-1910 brought Hollywood, East Hollywood, Ivanhoe, Colegrove, and 13,000
new residents within the city limits. Even more extraordinary was the election of April 6,
1915, which annexed 170 square miles of San Fernando Valley farmland, more than dou-
bling the size of Los Angeles, increasing its population by 15,000, and making it geo-
graphically the second largest North American city after New York and larger than every
European city but London.12

Few annexations could have taken place, and none of the boosters’ tall tales would

have lured so many thousands to the L.A. basin, if developmental reformers, unions, and
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other city-builders had not won the free harbor fight and galvanized public support for the
Owens River Valley project. Together the $23 million aqueduct and San Pedro’s world-
class harbor created an infrastructural sine qua non for the city’s economic growth and
population explosion. Without them Los Angeles would have remained a backwater well
into the 20th century. William Mulholland, the civil engineer lionized by a long line of
hagiographers for singlehandedly (so they say) masterminding and building the aqueduct,
was a man of few words, uncommonly well-chosen. In 1907 he put the issue thusly: “If
we don’t get the water, we won’t need it.” 13

Nowhere was this paradoxical truth clearer than in the terms the city imposed on the
areas it annexed and outlying seekers of water. A political s]ugfést erupted over these
terms, splitting reformers and contributing to their movement’s downfail after 1915.

The wellspring of this impassioned debate was water--specifically water brought to
Los Angeles from the Owens River Valley 240 miles to the north. Mulholland and his
team of engineers in the Department of Public Service had made it clear to everyone that
when the aqueduct gates swung open in 1913 they would release four or five times more
water than the city could use. “This fact created one of the most momentous problems
ever presented to city officials,” declared Vincent Ostrom in his 1953 study, Water &
Politics. “How was this surplus to be disposed?”14

In Southern California Metropolis, Winston and Beatrice Dinerman explained the le-

gal basis for the events that followed:

“Litigation in 1895 had determined that the city could not sell pueblo water to supply lands out-
side the city, and that the long-standing practice of selling such water to individuals and commercial
companies beyond the city borders did not create a legal right to do so. Three communities that had
no resources of their own and had depended upon buying water from Los Angeles voted to annex to
the city following that court decision. Annexation of water-deficit communities was further encour-
aged by another State Supreme Court decision, City of Los Angeles v. Pomeroy, given in 1899. In this
instance the court said that pueblo water rights were not limited to use by lands or householders in the
original city but could be applied also to annexed areas, regardless of when annexation took
place.” 15
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Two competing and mutually exclusive solutions emerged. First in the public prints,
though second in point of time, was Samuel C. Graham’s remarkable preposal in the
spring of 1912 to sell districts outside Los Angeles the excess water at the steepest rates
the market would bear. The Graham Plan, as it was called, would create an artificial
shortage by spreading the water over a larger area than it could properly irrigate, forcing
landowners to bid up the price. By this means, Graham reckoned, the water would be put
to the highest possible use (in most places, agriculture) and the city would earn the high-
est possible return on its investment in the aqueduct and the water distribution mains.

His plan quickly won the support of Mayor Alexander, the Good Government Organi-
zation and most other progressives.16 What made it remarkable was that it came from a
man of strong progressive credentials,17 a developmental reformer and champion of mu-
nicipal ownership who was at that moment prodding the city council to buy out Henry
Huntington’s electric railway.18 Nevertheless Graham’s proposal would stifle the city’s
expansion, restrain its population and industrial growth, and leave Los Angeles an urban
island in a sea of crops, cacti, and cattle. The Graham Plan ruled out annexations as a
growth strategy. It downplayed urbanization. It played fast and loose with the welfare of
people living in potentially annexable districts. In the view of the L.A. Record, it would

set in motion a process

“by which any consumer who for a period applies the water to a lower or less profitable grade of use
may, to put it roughly, be ‘squeezed’ into a position where he will voluntarily refuse to continue tak-
ing the water service, thus enabling the City to recover the water thus served without controversy
and without the payment of damages for improvements.... [W]henever the Public Service desires to
recover the water, the Commission will raise the water rates to a point where the consumer of lower
uses cannot afford to pay them.” 19

After his Dec. 5, 1911 reelection, Mayor Alexander installed Graham on the Public
Service Commission voters had created earlier that year to oversee the aqueduct and its

hydropower operations. Seated with Graham were three other appointees who favored the
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sale of surplus water. They reissued the Graham plan in its final particulars: a huge con-
duit with branches to carry the aqueduct’s excess flow to Glendale and through the Santa
Monica Mountains to the far western portion of the city as well as the outlying districts of
Providencia, Cahuenga, and Inglewood; a second large conduit known as the “high line”
to skirt the Verdugo Mountains and water Chatsworth, Pasadena, and San Dimas. Financ-
ing this farflung construction project would require a package of municipal bond issues
totaling $8,400,000. The city council endorsed this plan and scheduled a Nevember 2,
1912 advisory referendum, or straw poll, to test public support for it. That support turned
out to be considerable. Angelenos voted overwhelmingly for the Graham plan, giving it a
majority of nearly 2 to 1. The city council called for a February 12, 1913 bond election,
later moved to April 15 over Graham’s objections. 20

At this moment the competing “Mulholland plan” came into full public view. The
Chief Engineer had bitten his tongue during the protracted ballyhoo over Graham’s
scheme, relying on his deputy, J.B. Lippincott, to carry the argument against it. Now,
however, he and Lippincott mounted an impassioned public campaign to defeat the
$8,400,000 bond issue. Selling water to outlying districts without annexing them, he said,
“would be practicing a base deception on the people who will later come there as inno-
cent purchasers and from whom it is the declared intention of the highliners to take the
water away after they have probably made millions of dollars worth of improvements de-
pendent upon the water.”2l Graham and Public Service Commission president F.G.
Henderson led the fight for the bonds.22

The “Mulholland Plan”--so dubbed after the straw poll--was a misnomer, for it had
been drafted in mid-1911 by a board of consulting engineers, not Mulholland. Asked by
the Commission to solve the dilemma of the Owens Valley surplus, the three engineers--

J.H. Quinton, W.H. Code, and Homer Hamlin--insisted that any district seeking the water
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must annex to the city of Los Angeles, pay for the necessary conduits, and sﬁoulder a pro
rata share of aqueduct costs. Such a retroactive levy was made possible by a 1911 amend-
ment to the California Municipal Corporations Act which allowed the taxing of annexed
property to retire a previously incurred indebtedness of the city. Finally, noting that the
San Fernando Valley had an enormous capacity to capture and store water, the three-man
board urged the Commission to give that region its highest priority.23

Flagrant real estate speculation in the valley by Otis, Express publisher Edwin Earl,
and other L.A. notables veered toward scandal soon after the Quinten, Code, and Hamlin
report came out, and it was quietly shelved. After the straw poll backed sales of the sur-
plus, however, Mulholland quickly revived and championed it. Annexation became the
cutting edge of his campaign against the Graham Plan.

His motives had everything to do with the future growth of Los Angeles. Two years
earlier, when advisihg the city council to absorb, not merely sell water to, districts on
city’s periphery, he had written: “[IJn disposing of the surplus water, it should be kept in
mind that the territory served should be adjacent to the city, and capable of final absorp-
tion by annexation. Should this be done, no reason would ever arise for severing the wa-
ter from the land to which it would be applied, as the process of assimilation would com-
pletely settle the question.”24 Viewing this strategy across eight decades of southern Cali-
fornian water intrigues and controversies, political scientist Steven P. Erie said the aque-
duct project “taught Mulholland the importance of expanding the city’s bonding capacity.
Annexation would rapidly increase the city’s assessed valuation and thus its debt ceiling,
making other public water and power projects possible.”25 The irony of this stand was
that Mulholland had to defend it against the quick-money itch of the Good Government
Organization, the mayor’s office, and his own superiors in the Public Service Com-~

mission--all bastions of developmental reform!
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Despite the fact that Mulholland had rebuffed every union demand for wage increases
on the aqueduct,26 two influential labor activists supported his call for annexations and
financing of the surplus water distribution by the receiving districts. Fred Wheeler, long-
time leader of the Carpenters, had opposed the Graham Plan from the moment it surfaced.
So had Ralph Criswell, president of the printers union and member of several charter re-
form boards.2” They were joined by dissenters among the progressives. As the campaign
against water sales hit its stride, public pressure forced the city council to delay the bond
election until April 15. On election day voters dealt the Graham Plan a catastrophic de-
feat, rejecting water sales to all the proposed exurban districts and ratifying only the
Francisquito Canyon line to the west side of the city.28

The ensuing policy vacuum did not last long. Weakened by internal disputes over the
water surplus and even more by their dalliance with remnants of the Southern Pacific ma-
chine in the 1913 general election, progressives lost the mayoralty after only four years in
power. They also watched in dismay on June 3 as Wheeler claimed a city council seat--
the first labor candidate to win that or any other elective post in the twentieth century.29
The new mayor, Henry Rose, took office as a Graham supporter but a detailed review of
water policy led him to favor annexations. So did his appointees to the Public Service
Commission. On August 29 this agency reversed its previous stand and adopted the main
tenets of the Quinton, Code, and Hamlin report. These were also endorsed by the city
council, which named Criswell, the mayor, councilman Martin F. Betkouski, and six
other public representatives to an Annexation Commission charged with overseeing the

city’s physical expansion. In classical boomers’ language, it boasted of a rosy future:

“Annexation and consolidation will give Los Angeles official standing as the metropolis of the Pa-
cific Coast. Greater Los Angeles, coextensive with the territory receiving aqueduct water, will have
a population, assessed valuation, bank clearings, building permits, and so forth in excess of any other
city on the Pacific Coast.” 30
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The stands taken by the city council and Annexation Commission docomed the Graham
Plan, but many Angelenos still iacked a firm grasp of the Quinton, Code, and Hamlin
principles. During the year-long debate over the proposed annexation of the San
Fernando Valley, misgivings about the assignment of costs threatened to derail the meas-
ure. One of its staunchest defenders was the new labor councilman, Fred Wheeler. *1 de-
sire to correct some recent statements appearirig in print regarding the action of the City
Council in the matter of aqueduct water and the San Fernando lands,” the former union
president declared publiély on June 15, 1914. “Every foot of the distributing system in
the valley will be paid by an irrigation district....The water users will pay the regular price
to the city for all they use. But they cannot get a drop of it until they become annexed to
Los Angeles. They will then assume their full share of the bonded indebtedness of the
entire aqueduct, as well as the harbor and power bonds.” On thc eve of the annexation
vote he reminded L.A.’s taxpayers that the interest on bonded debt for the aqueduct, har-
bor, and power plants was costing them $4,000 a day. Annexation, he said, “will be the
first step to reduce this staggering load without costing us a dollar.”31 This argument,
made by Mulholland, Lippincott, and progressives as well as unionists like Wheeler,
probably carried the day for the city’s 1915 acquisition of the huge San Fernando Valley.

Since so much of Los Angeles’ economic, spatial, and population growth followed
epic feats of infrastructure-building at the harbor and aqueduct, it might be argued that

thesé megaprojects caused the growth. That would be a mistake. A political vision in-
| spired both the modern harbor and the aqueduct; political maneuvering brought each of
them into being; an intense political struggle then arose over who should control these
assets and to what ends, all of which shaped the nature, extent, and timing of the city’s
growth. In America Becomes Urban, Eric Monkkonen disputes those geographers who

attribute the varied spatial designs of U.S. cities to changing transportation technologies.
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“[T]he arguments made by the technological determinists are not entirely wrong,” he
says, “for each transport technology has indeed had profound consequences for the shap-
ing of our cities. Rather, the determinists forget that political action was the necessary
prior step for technological change....Of far greater historical and contemporary impor-
tance than the shaping power of transportation technology have been the enormous politi-
cal, social, and economic efforts by governments--local, state, and federal...”32 This in-
sight applies with great force to the infrastructural prowess of Los Angeles a century ago.

Speaking of local government as dialectically as Monkkonen speaks of technology, we
note that its spectacular growth during the progressive era was both a result of and a pre-
condition for developmental reform.

Did the Open Shop Spur Developmental Reform?

“The mechanics and all the industrial people of the city...have seen Los Angeles grow
in population, in wealth, in industries, in educational facilities and in everything consti-
tuting the moral forces of a community as no other city in America, probably no other
city in the world, at this or any other time, has ever grown,” Otis boasted through a spe-
cial Times publication, “Story of a Sixteen Years’ Battle,” in 1907. Buoyed by the ex-
panding tide, Otis was moved to explain it: “This growth, with its great accompanying
prosperity and progress of every kind, is recognized here to have as its foundation more
than all else the industrial freedom that has been maintained during all these...years of
struggle.” 33

Seven years later his anti-union comrade-in-arms, Felix Zeehandelaar, sharpened that
sentiment in testimony before the U.S. Commission on Industrial Relations. “The open
shop,” declared the M&M secretary, “is Los Angeles’ greatest asset as a creator of a high

and consistent level of prosperity.”34 His view was buttressed not only by the soaring
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indices noted above but by the confessions of two labor activists to the 1910 dynamiting
of the L.A. Times building and the defeat of two strong Socialist Party bids for the may-
oralty in 1911 and 1913—developments that Zeehandelaar and Otis had crippled the local
labor movement. By‘ 1914, crediting every economic advance to the open shop had be-
come a mantra for the city’s boosters, industrialists, and scribes, and the M&M was still
chanting it three decades later.35

The mantra was, however, a fiction. The growth of any city, corporation, or industry
owes more to the paid and unpaid fractiens of working class labor than to anything else--
and the social surplus thus generated tends to rise, not fall, with the advance of unioniza-
tion. But even if we set this fact aside, we can identify many other wellsprings of growth
in Los Angeles that had nothing to do with “industrial freedom”. These included the mas-
sive public works at the harbor and aqueduct that Otis wouid not have promoted so vig-
orously had he truly believed in the omnipotence of the open shop. A highly developed
rail network enabled manufacturers, farmers, and orchardists to market their goods na-
tionwide while making Los Angeles highly dependent on the ebb and flow of the U.S.
economy. Annexations boosted the city’s wealth, population, and tax base in a series of
extravagant leaps. A year-round benign climate, plentiful resources including land, and
above all a super-abundant supply of skilled and unskilled labor attracted investors and
employers. “The weakﬁess of organized labor, according to a survey of firms operéting
branch facilities in Los Angeles, offered them little or no incentive to move there,”'statés
Fogelson. “Their interest in workers extended only to their availability.” 36

if the open shop had any impact at all on the economic life of Los Angeles, it must
have been negative. “Industrial freedom,” a term of the propagandist’s art, evoked hoary
republican virtues and a serenity that belied the open shop forces’ disruption of the city

that was their “citadel”.37 Otis, Zeehandelaar, and their allies did not move defensively.
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They were provocateurs. Throughout the reform era their campaign to crush unions kept
the city in an uproar. Otis routinely referred to Los Angeles as a battleground. He

19 &,

mounted a brass cannon on his car and vilified labor activists as “brutes,” “wolves,”
“corpse-defacers, and “assassins”.3® “Los Angeles spits hate, San Francisco Bulletin re-
porter Pauline Jackson observed in 1912. “The air seems poisoned with it....Neither
worker nor employer in the whole of Los Angeles is free. Each man is at the other’s
throat.”39

In September, 1914, Zeehandelaar informed the Industrial Relations Commission that
the M&M and Associated Jobbers had not only called on the police but had hired off-
duty sheriff’s deputies to win the pivotal Teamsters lockout of 1907. The fact that the
teamsters’ picketlines were peaceful was of no consequence--the employers demanded
and got “protection”.

COMMISSIONER HARRIS WEINSTOCK: “If you called on the police, what was the necessity for
hiring special deputies?”

ZEEHANDELAAR: “We needed them to follow each individual truck and protect it. The police did
k. 40

not follow each truc

Recruitment of armed police and deputies was a prominent tactic of employers during
many other labor conflicts before and after the teamsters’ lockout.4! While it seems to
have intimidated some unions, especially in 1903-04, it angered and emboldened many
more. Open-shop forces could not control every industry or suppress workers’ willing-
ness to put their jobs on the line. “Several important strikes were won outright by labor,
or at least compromised,” says Stimson, “because local unions received help from their
internationals or worked in concert for a common objective; or because the disputes, like
those with railroads, involved larger organizations where union pressure could be applied

over a wide area.” Between 1901 and 1905 the California Bureau of Labor Statistics re-

corded 51 labor walkouts in Los Angeles; the city had only 6% to 8% of the state’s union



members during this period but generated over 18% of its strikes.4? Most of these failed
or met with partial success. Despite the defeats, “unions fought hard against the mounting
opposition, with strike after strike evidencing a strong determination to break the fasten-
ing hold of the open shop.”43 Their defiance culminated, but did not end, in the citywide
wave of rail, metal trades, and brewery strikes of 1910 that drove the city’s leading pro-
gressives recklessly into the M&M’s arms.

“Industrial freedom reigns supreme,” Qtis declared on the first day of 1912.44 That
was the problem. When a small manufacturer from Skokie or Dubuque decided to relo-
cate to Los Angeles, he may have been indifferent to the stormy iabor relations climate of
his new city, but if it mattered to him at all he probably came west in spite of it, not be-
cause of it.

The Harbor and the Limits of Progressive Reform

During the lifetimes of most progressives, the Los Angeles harbor became the largest,
busiest port on the West Coast. The long battle to secure it for ocean shipping was not
just their crucible--it was their crowning triumph. Because progressives exercised a virtu-
ally unchallenged stewardship over the harbor from 1890 to 1915, it bore their stamp
more than any of L.A.’s other public enterprises in that era.

What does it reveal about progressive reform?

Ingram identifies a 1907 pamphlet issued by the Municipal Waterways Association as
the developmental reformers’ “game plan,” showing how they “explicitly intended to use
charter amendments to increase the local state’s capacity to increase the economic
strength and potential of their region.”> One such amendment would permit the city to
annex coastal towns in order to bring the harbor within its limits--a goal it achieved two

years later through consolidation with Wilmington and San Pedro. Organized by T.E.
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Gibbon, James A. Anderson, Marshall Stimson, A.P. Fleming, Stoddard Jess, Joseph H.
Call, George H. Stewart, and other notable progressives, the Municipal Waterways Asso-
ciation proposed a series of steps to promote the commercial growth of Los Angeles.

These included:
“Acquiring, constructing and operating municipal docks, wharves and warehouses upon such wa-
ters for the accommodation of vessels of the largest class.
“Opening, laying out and maintaining paved and macadamized highways from the business dis-
tricts of the city of Los Angeles to such municipal docks and wharves.
“Acquiring, building, operating and maintaining a municipal railway via the river bed from the
business center of Los Angeles to such municipal docks and wharves...” 46
This progressive blueprint bore only a nodding acquaintance with the progressive real-
ity that emerged over the next ten years. Despite reformers’ early and late calls for a mu-
nicipalized harbor, corporate interests kept an iron grip on its waterfront, wharfage,
warehousing, and rail transshipments.47 City-owned frontage was miniscule: only 200
feet of municipal dock by late 1911. “All the rest has been gobbled up but this little slice
at Wilmington,” protested the labor movement’s Citizen that September. “The corpora-
tions have magnificent wharves down there. Huntington, the S.P., the Union Oil Com-
pany have divided it up.... After awhile, perhaps, they will take this slice, too.”48 Munici-
pal wharves and freight sheds did not come into use until 1914. Led by the Southern Pa-
cific, five private rail lines carried harbor cargo to points in L.A. County and beyond dur-
ing the years of progressive government (1909-13). Only in the 1920s did they merge
into a single Harbor Belt Line Railroad that was partially owned by the city.4? A compet-
ing truck route from the harbor to Los Angeles might have forced Espee to lower rates,
but this alternative was half-heartedly pursued by the developmental reformers. As late as
1913 they were still dickering with the railroad over rights of way, and it took another

year for the harbor boulevard to open for traffic.30

Facts on the ground told just part of the story. Politics, no less than technology and lo-
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gistics, shaped the harbor’s character during the progressive era. Over one prized ribbon
of waterfront--the periodically submerged tidelands--progressives fought private interests
with all the fervor of their old free harbor campaign. They believed that late in the 19th
century California had violated the state constitution by granting tideland patents to the
Banning Corporation, Southern Pacific, and other companies. Harbor Commission secre-
tary A.P. Fleming presented the details of this argument to the city council in August,
1908, and the council immediately urged the staté attorney general to void the patents
through litigation. 3!

After some delay the suit was filed. In response the Bannings and railroads insisted
that since they had made use of the tidelands for many years California no longer had a
right to them. The Pacific Electric Railway tried to preempt the state’s claim by quietly
laying a four-track line across a portion of its land near the mudflats; it hoped to exploit
an old law which prohibited state condemnation of any land bearing a four-track right of
way. Alerted to the ruse, L.A. police chief Alexander Galloway led forty of his men to
the waterfront where they tore up 2,000 feet of the Pacific Electric’s surreptitious handi-
work.52 On January 3, 1911, L.A. Superior Court Judge Walter Bordwell ordered Cali-
fornia to retake its tidelands and hold them in trust for all its people. The state legislature,
recently captured by progressives, granted Los Angeles, Long Beach, San Diego, and
Oakland perpetual use of the tidelands within their jurisdiction.53 Over the next several
years Los Angeles finally gained clear title to these indispensable harbor assets.

On virtually every other issue affecting the waterfront, however, L.A.’s developmental
reformers temporized, compromised, and ceded away their original vision of a fully mu-
nicipal harbor. “The Harbor Department pursued a collaborationist strategy with the
business community--a prototype for later public/private partnerships,” states Erie. “In its

pursuit of both harbor improvements and agency empowerment, the department enjoyed
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the near-continuous blessing of the business community and the city’s leading newspa-
pers....One well could argue that the department exercised ‘satellite power’--that, at best,
it served as an important instrument for business interests and hegemony.”> It is reveal-
ing to contrast this instrumental view of the capitalist state with the more autonomous
state-for-us that downtown progressives sought through their regulatory commissions and
civil service, or with the porous state-for-the-people that L.A.’s unions hoped to create
through direct democracy and large municipal enterprises. All three forms of the local
state coexisted in progressive-era Los Angeles--demonstrating the futility of single-
category definitions such as “strong,” “weak,” “instrumental,” orv“autonomous.”

Anticipating the pro-merger votes of San Pedro and Wilmington, the city council ap-
pointed a Board of Harbor Commissioners late in 1907, two years before Los Angeles
gained access to the sea.53 A March 9, 1911 charter amendment created an Harbor De-
partment to run the harbor.>® Theoretically, the commission set policy and the department
carried it out, but in practice the political lines between the two entities were blurred and
they both had to contend with the authority that the Board of Public Works wielded over
harbor improvements. One intramural clash in 1912 led Mayor Alexander to replace A.P.
Fleming with Clarence H. Matson as secretary of the Harbor Commission.3” Despite this
friction, the progressives’ stewardship of the harbor was remarkably consistent in its use
of a public resource to stimulate private profit. “The harbor must be handled strictly as a
business proposition,” Alexander declared in 1913.58 Developments undertaken there
during his tenure made it clear that it was the shippers’, railroads’, and jobbers’ business
he had in mind, not the city’s.

Los Angeles moved quickly to raise a modern commercial infrastructure at water’s
edge. Between 1909 and 1914 it built piers, docks, bridges, rcads, wharves, and freight

sheds along both the inner harbor in Wilmington and the outer harbor at San Pedro. It
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deepened ship channels and filled in hundreds of acres of tideland with the dredged mate-
rial. 59 Rather than operate the wharves and warehouses itself, however, it leased them to
private corporations at low rates. The city charter authorized the Harbor Department to
run its own fleet of ships, but secretary Matson rejected this option in favor of generous
waterfront leases to and contracts with private shippers. 60

“The issue of leasing and franchises spawned a good deal of conflict because the Har-
bor Department charged low rates and charged harbor expansion to taxpayers,” says In-
gram. At the commission’s bidding, the department sought to promote industry, not gen-
erate income for the city. It accordingly set rates that paid for the harbor’s operating,
maintenance, depreciation, and interest costs but not for capital improvements.6! The
contrast with water policy was stark. In fiscal year 1911-12 the Water Department
pumped earnings worth $1,312,333 into Los Angeles’ general fund. The harbor turned
over a meager $8,213.62 Either it did not occur to Matson and the progressives who
signed off on the 1907 Municipal Waterways Association pamphlet that the harbor could
both stimulate commerce and finance its own expansion, or, more likely, their commit-
ment to free (read highly subsidized) enterprise made them take a compromised view of
public ownership at the harbor.

Custom and progressive ideology led the Harbor Department to rely on general ob-
ligation bonds to finance new docks, roads, and landfills.®3 The city paid off bond debt
with tax revenues, so while L.A.’s fully municipal water system subsidized other city op-
erations, taxpayers subsidized the waterfront. For a quarter-century after 1890, municipal
reformers had sung the praises of a “free” harbor. Yet, as historian Albert Howard
Clodius pointed out in 1953, “The incomplete victories for public control and the many
compromises with private interests leave the harbor, even today, not entirely and indispu-

tably ‘free’.” This state of affairs drew an occasional rebuke from the Municipal League,
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but the great majority of progressives felt at ease with it.6¢ The strongest, most consistent
calls for a publicly owned and managed harbor came not from the professional or busi-
ness classes but from organized labor.

It is true that the waterfront never riveted the attention of downtown workers as vividly
as the Owens River aqueduct and its power plants. It did preoccupy the San Pedro Labor
Council and several harbor unions, however, especially the Longshoremen. Closely allied
at times with L.A.’s central labor councils, the harbor unions enlisted the iabor movement
in the 1890s fight for a deepwater harbor at San Pedro and the 1909 campaign to consoli-
date San Pedro and Wilmington with Los Angeles.%5 Z.W. Craig, an activist with the San
Pedro Labor Council and Longshoremen’s Union No. 3, organized a pivotal June 21,
1909 meeting to protest the local town’s offer of 50-year franchises to Espee and the
Bannings on the eve of the consolidation votes.. As a result, says Clodius, “[t]he bold at-
tempt of the corporations and private interests to gain control of the few remaining harbor
areas available for municipal development seemed to have increased the sentiment in fa-
vor of consolidation,”66

Through labor’s weekly newspaper, the Citizen, various public forums and political
campaigns, and an Alembic Club made up of socialists, labor activists, and a handful of
left-wing progressives, L.A.’s unions condemned what they saw as a betrayal of the pub-
lic’s stake in the harbor. “Much of the waterfront...has been taken from the people and
given to private interests,” the Citizen observed in 1912. “The city is only improving that
portion of the bay that will add materially to privately-owned holdings. In the outer har-
bor, which holds the key to the entire situation, no work has been done by the city. It is
here the real improvement should be made at this time.”%7 Union members and socialists
called for a municipal passenger ferry. They lobbied for an express boulevard and a city-

run railway between the waterfront and downtown Los Angeles--both of them to serve as
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checks on the private rail lines’ high rates. They elicited no help from the Harbor Com-
mission. Neither the passenger ferry nor the municipal railway ever materialized, and
Espee and its allies delayed the harbor boulevard until 1914.

As early as 1906 Craig had articulated labor’s vision of a truly free harbor in several

issues of the Citizen:

“Railways and wharves are natural monopolies, inasmuch as they are limited in their respective

spheres. Therefore they should be publicly owned. The breakwater when finished will be public

property....Let the city, county, or state condemn a right of way to the water front at the western end

of the present trestle, build a steel viaduct from there to the great sea wall, with a drawbridge, if ad-

visable; build such wharves and warehouses as the demands of commerce may from time to time re-

quire. Let all the transcontinental or other railroads have their cars set in on equal terms and deliv-
ered to them at the government-owned terminal....

“How would it be to apply the same principle [public ownership] to at least one wharf {at the in-
ner harbor] in San Pedro, together with a system of warehouses and terminal tracks and a munici-
pally owned railroad from here to Los Angeles? Under the present system every wharf is a tollgate,
and is therefore a tax on commerce. The more we tax commerce, the less of commerce we shall
have. Do we really want this to become a great commercial port? If so, let us get rid of those who are
continually levying tribute.” 68
This vision inspired the Public Ownership Party’s platform in 1906 and the labor-

socialist platform in the pivotal election of 1911. It failed to inspire the progressive re-
gimes of 1909-13, however, and so never materialized at the harbor.

The causes for this failure lay within both camps--progressives and labor unions. Be-
cause the free harbor fight had launched, defined, and tempered L.A.’s brand of progres-
sivism, developmental reformers took a proprietary interest in the waterfront. Their focus
on it never wavered, and they made sure they dominated the department, the commission,
and all the advisory groups that oversaw what happened at the port. L.abor was firmly ex-
cluded from these councils. Not one union representative sat on any of them during the
entire progressive era. Matson, in particular, cold-shouldered every labor appeal for a
more municipalized harbor and spurned every opportunity to cooperate with the harbor
unions. The metropolitan unions, for their part, displayed a somewhat fitful concern for

the waterfront. They were much more focused on public ownership of L.A.’s water and
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public power systems. “[L]abor papers like the Record, Examiner, and Citizen made a
great fuss over power bonds and usually ignored harbor bonds,” says Ingram. 9

Given the powerful influence unions wielded over the city’s water and electrical infra-
structure, we can assume modern Los Angeles would have inherited a much different
harbor if they had fought for their vision of it more insistently and with more organizing
skill. The reality is that in the citadel of the open shop, beleaguered by progressives and
employers alike, organized labor had limited energy to spend in the public arena. What it
managed to achieve there, as Part 2 shows, was altogether remarkable.
Developmental Reform and the Expanding Municipal State

Taken as a whole, progressive lobbying tended to increase the size and capacities of
city government without radically altering its nature. The changes were imposing in de-
gree, less so in essence. Reformers supported the dredging and outfitting of a semi-muni-
cipal harbor, the purloining of Owens Valley water, and, at times but not consistently, the
development of aqueduct power. Even before the Alexander regime took office, they de-
manded and won a much closer regulation of L.A.’s railway, gas, electric, and telephone
companies. They defined a wide spectrum of pastimes--dancing, wagering, playgoing,
prizefighting, drinking in private clubs, etc.--as vices, and brought them under official
scrutiny. They expanded the mayor’s role. They created a Harbor Commission, a Public
Works Department, a Water Bureau, a Public Service Commission, a Civil Service Com-
mission, and a host of other boards and commissions that encroached on formerly laissez-
faire sectors of the local economy. Only in the arena of social reform did they pull up
short, unwilling to make Los Angeles a local welfare state.

One should not overstate the novelty of these reforms, however, or interpret the pro-
gressive moment as a break with the past. Previous regimes had built roads, zanjas,

bridges, and other public works, and they had launched sporadic forays against vice. Af-
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ter 1904 they had regulated railway and telephone rates. Much of this earlier muni_cipai
activity had been undertaken reluctantly, however, by petition from propertyholders,
through voluntary organizations or private enterprise, or during crises of one kind or an-
other.’0 By contrast the city’s progressive regimes engaged in a marathon of state-
building with the zeal of true believers. They greatly enlarged the local state’s penetration
into both the market and the lives of its citizens.

Missing from the accounts of Erie, Ingram, and other historians is the degree to which
organized labor prompted ordinary Angelenos to bear the costs of breakaway develop-
ment and an activist local state. In the view of these scholars, growth was inspired en-
tirely by the progressives and other business elites. Part 2 of this dissertation offers a cor-

rective to that assumption.
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Part 2

Organized labor on the offense; progressives try to stem the tide.
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60
Who Were L.A.’s Workers?

Since the progressive era, sociologists, geographers, political scientists, and urban his-
torians have built entire careers on the extraordinary demographic saga of Los Angeles.
The city’s labor force both changed in striking ways and stabilized between the 1890s
and World War 1. A most impressive rising trendline for workers was their number. In
1899 the U.S. manufacturing census found 5,193 wage-earners in Los Angeles. It counted
10,424 in 1904, 17,327 in 1909, and 23,744 in 1914--the wage workforce having more
than quadrupled in 15 years! These mileposts understate the breakneck growth that actu-
ally occurred because later censuses excluded more worksites than their predecessors.!

One relatively fixed demographic was the large workingclass share of L.A.’s elector-
ate. The 12th decennial census clearly showed this proletarian majority in 1900. My own
sample of potential male voters named in the city’s 1908 Great Register identified 54
percent as wage workers. Since most Asian and Mexican immigrants and their grown
children worked for wages and did not vote, and since workers likely predominated
among the many native-born Angelenos who rarely registered, the total workingclass

share of the population during the progressive era was probably closer to 65 percent.2

The Incredible Whiteness of Being Los Angeles

Another fixed demographic was the large majority of native-born and foreign-born
whites. In 1900, these two groups constituted 78.6 and 17.3 percent, respéctively, of the
102,500 residents of Los Angeles. An unknown but small number of the 98,300 “whites”
were actually Mexicans and Mexican-Americans--the U.S. Census did not list them sepa-
rately until 1930. Asians and African-Americans each accounted for 2 percent of the
population. 3 Over the next decade these ratios barely changed: nati\'é—bom and foreign-

born whites still constituted 76.6 and 19.0 percent of the 319,200 residents of Los Ange-
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les in 1910. An unknown but larger number and percentage of the 305,155 “whites” were
Mexicans or Mexican-Americans, while Asians again contributed 2 percent and African
Americans 2.4 percent of the city’s population.4

It was the preponderance of native-born whites and the growing contingent of Mexican
and Mexican-Americans that gave Los Angeles its distinctive tock in 1910. No other city
had tried so hard or so successfully to recruit internal migrants from the white American
heartland, and no other had served as entrepot and destination for so many Mexican wage
workers. By contrast only 1.6 percent of the 1910 population came from eastern and sou-
thern Europe--a remarkable fact given what was happening in cities of the U.S. Midwest
and East. “Unlike the typical American metropolis,” Robert M. Fogelson observes in The
Fragmented Metropolis, “Los Angeles did not have at any time in its modern history a

vast group of European immigrants.” The following table illustrates this fact:

Table 1 - Foreign-Born White and Nonwhite Populations
as Percentage of Total Population in Selected Cities, 1890-1910

Foreign Born White Nonwhite
City 1890 1900 1910 1890 1900 1910
Chicago 41 35 36 1.3 1.9 2.1
Detroit 39 34 34 1.7 14 1.2
Los Angeles 22 18 19 6.3 43 44
New York 39 37 40 1.6 1.6 2.0
Philadelphia 26 23 25 39 49 5.6
San Francisco 34 30 31 9.5 5.1 4.1

Source: Robert Fogelson, The Fragmented Metropolis, Tables 6 & 9, pp. 80 & 82.

As the progressive era opened, three of every four white Angelenos had started life in
California, the Midwest, and the mid-Atlantic states. Smaller contingents had arrived
from England, Ireland, Germany, Canada, and France. White demographics remained
more or less constant from 1890 to 1920, though a very slight shift occurred in favor of
Italians, Russians, and other eastern and southern Europeans. The latter were less likely

than native-born whites and western Europeans to possess craft skills; most worked as
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laborers for the first generation or two before assimilating into the wider white society. In
1910, the U.S. population census found that just over a third of L.A.’s foreign-born
whites came from English-speaking countries while a sixth came from Germany.’

From this unusual population mix, the nature of progressive-era craft unionism, and
the unabashed chauvinism that dogged ethnic minorities and women in turn-of-the cen-
tury Los Angeles, we can draw this reliable conclusion about the city’s union members:
all but a handful were white and male.

Not only did unions recruit from a labor pool that was 95 percent white, but as craft-
based entities they organized workers whose skill level practically guaranteed their
whiteness and maleness. This was an historically contingent fact, given the limited edu-
cational and training opportunities open at the time to Americans with unpink skins
and/or two X chromosomes. Those few Mexicans, African-Americans, and women who
broke through the wall of prejudice, served apprenticeships, and became skilled in a craft
seldom found their way into L.A.’s unions. Asian-Americans were excluded from unions
carte-blanche.

To test these conclusions I listed the names, local affiliations, and labor movement ac-
tivities of 1,939 union members who worked in Los Angeles or San Pedro from the mid
1890s to World War 1. Most were English-speakers. Sizeable minorities had Germanic
and Scandinavian names. Only 14 had Latino given names or surnames. Of the total only
58 were women; another 61 women worked closely with organized labor as members of
the Women’s Union Label League® and a scattering belonged to the Ladies’ Auxiliary of
Typographical No. 174. Female wage workers paid dues to just 9 of the 188 local unions
I identified during this period: printers, press feeders, garment workers, laundry workers,
waitresses, waiters & waitresses (combined), retail clerks, cracker bakers, and office em-

ployees. I found Latinos in only 7 unions: hod carriers & building laborers, united labo-
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rers (a federal union), lumbermen, bakers, printers, blacksmiths, and electric railway
track workers (another federal union). African-Americans could not be identified by
name, but the near-total absence of commentary about them in the labor press and in
printers’ and central labor council minutes suggests that they were even rarer than Lati-
nos. No recognizably Asian names appeared cn my list.”

Women Workers’ Uphill Battle

It was not only the available labor pool that influenced the gender and ethnic com-
position of the city’s unions; craft workers’ attitudes toward women, Asians, African-
Americans, and Mexicans were just as determinative.

We have it from an excellent chronicler, Grace Stimson, that in the early 1890s the Los
Angeles Council of Labor “gave little heed to the problems of female labor, though sev-
eral unions, notably the Typographical, accorded women full membership. It was left to
an outside organization to help working women.” This was the Women’s Industrial Ex-
change “which had been serving women in séveral capacities ever since 1885, and carried
on its female labor bureau.”®

Organized labor’s halfhearted embrace of female workers was socially conditioned. In
myriad ways men in and out of unions took their cues from a fading but idealized divi-
sion of labor, an archaic legal system, a popular culture whose novelties demonstrated the
“more things stay the same” phenomenon, lagging schools, and ordinary discourse--all of
which held that a womén was ill-suited for the labor market. Her proper place was still
the home. There, hostage to a male income, she had been assigned a nurturing, not a
competitive, role. Growing cohorts of women compelled or venturesoine enough to work
for pay after the turn of the century found their ambition rewarded by the alienation of
their wages. In California during the progressive era the earnings of both wife and hus-

band were defined as community property which the man alone controlled. He could do
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anything he wanted with it while he lived except give it away, and on his death could will
half of it to heirs other than his wife. What made this circumstance so woefully unfair,
argued Murrea Marvin, who chaired the Women’s Federation of the local Socialist Party,
was the fact that

“a woman cannot control a dollar of community property, while her husband lives, even though it

may be a dollar she earned, nor can she will a dollar of her share away when she dies, even to her
own children. Her death removes all restrictions, and gives ali to the husband absolutely.” 9

Gendered Speech and the Erosion of Separate Spheres

It is intriguing to note how everyday language legitimized separate spheres for men
and women in 1900s Los Angeles--and sobering to realize how much of it still trips off
men’s tongues. More than any other social group, progressive reformers spoke and wrote
in a masculinized vodabulary. Their tropes, when celebrating themselves as they so com-
pulsively did, were “the best men,” “men of affairs,” and --Willard’s favdrite--“citizens
of the best type,” by which he clearly did not mean the nonvoting sex. Most of this verbi-
age was habitual, but it was also true, as Merry Ovnick has observed, that “the political
reformers frequently employed manliness as a persuasive tactic.”19

Male labor activists were less apt to toast themselves in public, but they routinely used
the epithet “union men” to describe a rank and file which included growing numbers of
women. They also assumed the proletarian virtue of staunchness was intrinsically mascu-
line. “We are up against a hard proposition,” shingler J.R. Walker wrote of all organized
labor in 1903, “but the manhood of the workers will be found equal to the task...”!! When
trade union pioneer Arthur Vinette died in July, 1906, the printer Joseph Phillis eulogized
his fallen friend thusly: “[W]ithal he was a manly man, his own man... {who] always
manfully stood by his guns when attacked from any quarter.”!? The women of Garment
Workers No. 125 likewise stood by their guns while abandoning their needles during ma-

jor strikes in 1903 and 1913, but for this they earned no gendered praise.
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Nevertheless, by the latter year the separate spheres mentality had iest much of its grip
on L.A.’s male workers. Stagnant incomes had made it hard for families to subsist on the
take-home pay of a single earner. Low wages imposed by the open-shop coalition after
1900 forced daughters, sisters, and wives into jobs demanding modest skills. About this
trend men were of two minds. While it raised their families’ disposable incomes, it
threatened male privileges and occasionally male livelihoods. In the city’s offices, wo-
men had begun to take over clerical positions formerly held by men. A similar shift had
occurred in the city’s garment shops. These changes spurred an ongoing debate within the
union movement.

From one camp in the debate came this patriarchal dirge:

“It strikes us that the men are the ones who should do the work if there can be found any who are
not otherwise employed....If there was less child labor and less mother labor, for wages, there would
be more work and better wages for the men, the legitimate bread winners of the family, and the na-
tion would be better off. '

“Let our men be engaged in earning a living for the family, our mothers be engaged in the man-
agement of the home and the children occupied with being trained for future health and usefulness
and there will be fewer clouds in the sky of social, business and political life.” 13

The other camp recognized that times had changed:

“[N]early five million women go to work every day in the United States....The real question, then,
would seem to be, ‘They are here already; what are we going to do about it?” The only sensible an-
swer would seem to be, ‘Assist them, so far as we can, to get equal pay for equal work.” Otherwise
the iron law of wages will force the employer to hire the help which he can hire the cheapest.”

San Pedro longshoreman Z.W. Craig, author of the latter statement, pointed out that
the Laundry Workers Union had placed clauses in its contracts requiring equal pay for
male and female women markers, washers, and distributors, and that other unionized
trades had adopted similar measures. “The American Federation of Labor advocates, in
season and out of season, and at all times, equal opportunities for women in its member-
ship, and equal pay for equal work,” Craig said. “To organized labor can be given the
credit for the greater part of the improvement that has been made toward the amelioration

of the conditions of the working women.”!4 Craig’s view echoed that of most labor lead-
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ers by 1910, though not all. Rank and file sentiment is harder to gauge, but a similar
change, against similar rear-guard resistance, seems to have taken place there. Still, labor
movement women knew they could take nothing for granted.
A Contradictory Trade Union Response

One who ceaselessly prodded her male comrades was Frances Nacke Noel, firebrand
for the Women'’s Living Wage League and Wage Eamers’ Suffrage League, mover and
shaker on the Central Labor Council’s executive board, defender of Mexican anarcho-
syndicalists during their American political trials, socialist candidate for the city council,
leader of the Women’s Trade Union League, Women’s Union Label League, and Friday
Morning Club, and labor’s staunchest ally in the L.A. women’s movement. On October 6,
1910 Noel shook her stick at the 172 male delegates attending the eleventh annual state
labor convention in Los Angeles. Declaring that “women wage earners are here to stay”
and chastising those “men in various crafts who for reason of mere prejudice are unwill-
ing to admit women into the ranks of their union,” Noel demanded an end to that exclu-
sionary practice. Her reputation as a champion of organized labor preceded her to the po-
dium. The delegates promptly adopted a resolution that called on the state’s unions to re-
cruit women members.!3

Slow as they were to organize women, L.A.’s unionists realized early on that wage
equality served the interests of their class. This was a narrower principle than job equal-
ity, which implied women’s access to industries and trades that men still hoped to mo-
nopolize. Far fewer women than men became garment cutters, for example, but if they
belonged to a union they earned the same rates as men. Not to have insisted on this would
have exposed unions, in Craig’s words, to the downward pressure of “the iron law of
wages” and would have created a dangerous two-tier union structure at many worksites. 6

Organized labor was also the first institution in Los Angeles to raise pay equality as a po-

248



litical standard. When Arthur Vinette and Jonathan Bailey of Carpeniers No. 56, E.S.
Livermore of Typographical No. 174, P.S. Domey of the Knights of Labor, and Jesse
Butler of the old Workingmen organized a Union Labor Party in 1888, their platform op-
posed the entry of women into certain trades but demanded equal wages for those already
in the labor market. Four years later a revamped Union Labor Party again demanded that
men and women receive the same pay on public works.!”

Equal pay for equal work remained an unwavering union goal throughout the quarter-
century covered by this dissertation. Motivated by a class interest, it also had profound
cross-class implications for women’s struggles against patriarchy. It is impossible to
imagine a situation in which women would be politically, legally, and socially the equal
of men while remaihing their economic inferiors. Most women who worked for wages
during this pefiod lacked union protection and therefore earned considerably less than
men in similar jobs. Among them were the store clerks, telephone operators, and milli-
nery employees mentioned in chapter 4. Their workplace subordination acted as an en-
during drag on the progressive-era women’s rights movement.

In 1913, with help from the Central Labor Council, a Women’s Living Wage League
was founded in Los Angeles by Frances Noel, Daisy Houck, Murrea Marvin, Mary
Engle, Theodosia Harriman (wife of Job Harriman), and other feminists in or close to the
workers” movement.!8 The League focused public pressure on companies that underpaid,
sweated, or otherwise devalued female labor, and it prodded the city council to create an
Industrial Commission. Noel served on that commission in the spring of 1913. Dissatis~
fied with its inquiry into women’s work, she and Berenice A. Johnson issued their own
report. They found that roughly a quarter of the women employed in the city were earn-
ing “starvation wages,” well below the “subsistence wage” of $2 a day. One particular

circumstance exposed the link between lower wages for women and male hegemony in
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the home. According to Noel and Johnson,

“It is an almost universal demand by department stores, five and ten-cent stores, and many other em-
ployers that those they hire should live at home. Resuit is, when seeking work, many are forced to
say they live under those conditions, and, in consequence, eke out a semi-starved existence on a
wage that is not intended te be a sufficient support for the independent living of a single individ-
ual.” 19

We can see that the early twentieth century kwas a contradictory time for gender rela-
tions in the Los Angeles labor movement. This, of course, signified progress over the
Victorian era’s separate spheres. Male activists reached out to women’s groups for boy-
cott and strike support, epitomized by the Women’s Union Label League. They champi-
oned the eight-hour day, equal wages, and the suffrage for women. Increasingly, too, they
helped them organize and join unions. But most craftsmen still drew the line at welcom-
ing their sisters, wives, and daughters into time-honored male trades, and only rarely did
they vote women into the leadership of their unions and their central labor bodies.

When Frances Noel scanned the great hall of the L.A. Labor Temple before addressing
the state labor convention that October morning in 1910, she saw only four women seated
among the delegates. Just one--Gertie Mudgett of Press Feeders No. 37--represented the
host city. Delegates named William and Harry spoke for Laundry Workers No. 52, a lo-
cal union made up overwhelmingly of women.2¢

Thousands of women had joined unions by 1910, but few won seats at state con-
ventions or on the city’s Central Labor Council. At most council meetings during the cen-
tury’s first decade the only women present were Ncel and anothér member of the
Women’s Union Label League. Thel1910 strike wave and triumph of California’s suf-
frage amendment in the same year spurred women to fight for greater inﬂueqce at the
higher echelons of the labor movement. Eight to twelve representatives of the Ladies’
Tailors, Waitresses, Garment Workers, and Retail Clerks began voting at labor council

meetings, and in February, 1912, the decade-old Laundry Workers union seated its first
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female delegate on the councili. These were only piecemeal gains, however. The L.A.
Central Labor Council remained a male bastion well beyond World War 1. Women un-
ionists nominated a dozen of their sisters for leadership positions on that body but man-
aged to elect only two. Noel and Daisy Houck, the financial secretary and former presi-
dent of Garment Workers No. 125, won seats on its executive board.2!

Local 125: A Belwether Union

The saga of Houck’s local tells us a great deal about the tough-minded struggle women
workers waged in Los Angeles a century ago. It is a tale of initiative and self-education--
and of industrial unionism 30 years before its time. Historically less well-known than its
younger sibling, Ladies’ Tailors No. 52, the garment workers union earned its charter in
1900 after cutters, pressers, and stitchers at a downtown workclothes firm banded to-
gether to fight against 12-hour workdays and arbitrary firings. They asked AFL field rep-
resentative John C. Ince to help them organize and, when that was done, to install their
leaders. Ella Strout took office as the local’s first president. Also voted in were Lemuel
Veliz, vice-president; Fannie Lowe, recording secretary; Frank Horgan, financial secre-
tary; Rose Bamnes, treasurer; and Frances Flores, sergeant-at-arms.22 From the outset Gar-
ment Workers No. 125 was led by women. Its members elected just one male president
during the entire progressive era.

The young union faced familiar challenges: defending workers at Brownstein, New-
mark, & Louis, broadening its foothold in the workclothes industry, and growing its
membership. In 1903 it struck Brownstein et. al. and a second workclothing manufac-
turer, Cohn & Goldwater, for two days, demanding and winning higher wages and shorter
hours. The new contracts substituted arbitration for strikes and lockouts.23

No. 125’s next few years saw rapid growth marred by detours into racism. Forbidding

members to work alongside Chinese, it denied shops employing Chinese the right to sew
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on the union label, and in 1905 it proudly informed the Central Labor Council that it had
“gotten tid of Russian peasants in the overall factories.”?* These actings-out of working-
class chauvinism and grievously misguided AFL policies were shortlived, however, fad-
ing away by the end of the decade. Meanwhile the union made steady gains. It ended the
1903 strike with 200 members, nearly the entire workforce at its two garment firms. In
1905 its strong base enabled it to force a cut in daily working hours from ten to eight.25 It
continued to improve working conditions and hours for its members over the next five
years, a period when its rank and file earned respect from the printers, metal trades,
brewers, and other L.A. unions for coming to their financial aid at mements of crisis.26
~Garment workers were openly proud of these achievements. When reformers redou-

bled their campaign for women’s suffrage late in the decade, the union’s secretary wrote,

“the principal objection they met was that women were all right in the home but were not capable of
handling business or legislative matters. The spielers...were not well enough posted to point to the
magnificent organization of garment workers who had many years ago proved that they could handle
affairs as well as, if not a great deal better, than the men. The same is true about the eight-hour law
for women and the law governing child labor, safety appliances, toilets in shops and general sanitary
conditions. Years before the legislation was passed...the Garment Workers’ Union, through their or-
ganization, had secured these reforms.” 27

In 1910 P.A. Newmark broke with his partners and set up his own workshirt manufac-
turing company. Garment Workers No. 125, under the leadership of Daisy Houck,
promptly signed up many of the new plant’s employees. As the industry expanded so did
the union, more than doubling its size to nearly 800 members over the next seven years. It
led all other L.A. unions in the per capita allotment of votes at two State Labor Federa-
tion conventions during this period and ranked near the top at others.28 The women of
No. 125 knew how to use the power that flowed from their numbers. Remarkably for
workers during the peak years of L.A.’s open shop movement, they reached for and
achieved that elusive goal--an all-union shop.

This act of rebellion against Otis, the L.4. Times, the Merchants’ and Manufacturers’
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Association (M&M), and the local business establishment produced one of the longest
successful strikes in the city’s history. It began on March !, 1913, when Newmark re-
fused a request for higher piece rates and the union called out its most strategically placed
members. Through its international and the L.A. Central Labor Council, No. 125
mounted an extraordinarily effective boycott of the company’s work shirts. Organized
workers, who wore a substantial share of these items, stopped buying them. “Sales were
gradually whittled down until only 89 of the original 300 employees remained at work,”
state Louis B. and Richard S. Perry in A History of the Los Angeles Labor Movement.?®
At that point Newmark gave up the fight and asked the Labor Council to intervene. Hap-
py to oblige, council president J.C. Timmons, vice-president Al. B. Hassel, and secretary
Lonnie Butler brought the warring parties together and extracted a settlement from New-
mark that was entirely favorable to the union. Under the contract ratified by nearly 400
members of Garment Workers No. 125 at a raucous June 26, 1914 meeting in the Labor
Temple, P.A. Newmark agreed to hire only union workers. Union dues and strike assess-
ments were levied against employees who had remained on the job after March 1, 1913,
though Newmark himself paid half the latter. After the ratification, to rousing applause,
81 new members of No. 125 marched into the hall and formally joined the union. Frances
Noel sent them on their way with “one of her characteristic, short, pertinent, and ener-
getic talks.”30

The garment workers’ decisive use of the boycott was not ]vost on the city’s other
workclothes manufacturers, Brownstein-Louis and Cohn-Goldwater. In short order they,
too, signed union shop agreements with No. 125. The Perrys recognized the importance

of this achievement:
“At the hearings of the Commission on Industrial Relations in 1914, the United Garment Werkers

and the Journeymen Tailors were singled out as exceptions to the effectiveness of the open-shop
campaign....Even [the M&M’s Felix] Zeehandelaar testified that he believed all overall as well as
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other garment factories were closed shops. Although in fact the firms were union rather than closed
shops, and not all manufacturers were in this category, Zeehandelaar’s statement was in effect an
admission of failure to achieve a complete open shop in the manufacture of clothing, especially of
work clothing.” 31

What the Perrys failed to point out was the rare advantage Garment Workers No, 123
enjoyed over the city’s craft unions--namely, its industrial form of organization. It would
have been almost impossible for this women’s local to defeat the open shop if had been
simply a cutters’, a pressers’, or a stitchers’ union. With the leverage it now held over its
three employers, it negotiated contract gains that surpassed those of most all-male trades
locals in Los Angeles. Among them were cutters’ wages of $22.50 per week, lower but
still impressive wages for needle workers, pay increases approaching 8 percent a year,
time-and-a-half pay for hours over 48 per week, double pay for-Sunday work, and a
grievance procedure. No. 125 won these provisions at a time when union waitresses were
earning $8 for a nominal 48-hour workweek; split shifts, however, often forced them to
spend 60 or more hours a week on their employers’ premises. Male waiters in the best
cafés were working seven days a week for a mere $8 to $10. “When one considers the
handicaps and environment to be met and overcome in Los Angeles,” State Labor Fed-
eration organizer J.B. Dale declared, the garment worker contracts amounted to “an oasis
in a desert.”32

Local 125 at Large in the City

Workplace successes encouraged the garment workers to expand their horizons. In the
early years of World War I they cemented an alliance with the Women’s Trade Union
League (WTUL) through Frances Noel and Daisy Houck, who was local secretary of the
League and financial secretary of the union. The WTUL, founded in 1904 by Lillian D.
Wald, Jane Addams, and other settlement house leaders in New York, Chicago, and Bos-
ton, set out to investigate the national condition of working women but soon turned to a

very vigorous form of strike support, most notably for female garment workers in New
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York’s famous 1909 “uprising of the 20,000.” There the young WTUL, made up of both
middle-class and wage-earning women, “‘organized shops and strike ha]ls, marched with
the pickets, testified for them in court, secured volunteer legal services, furnished
$29,000 bail, managed newspaper publicity, participated in arbitration, arranged parades
and demonstrations, raised funds, and paid strike benefits,”33

Impressed by this cross-class alliance of New York women, Noel talked up a similar
coalition in Los Angeles. She sparked enthusiasm for the idea among the garment worker
unions, Central Labor Council, and one of the city’s oldest and largest women’s organi-
zations, the Friday Morning Club. In 1915 the WTUL’s Los Angeles branch came into
existence. It was less militant than its New York counterpart, but similarly motivated. Re-
cruiting middle-class volunteers to aid strikes by and the unionization of female workers,
it “served as the women’s arm of the labor movement and the industrial arm of the
women’s movement.” The local WTUL backed strikes by cannery, bindery, and boot and
shoe employees, created a vacation camp for women workers, and, at the prompting of
the Central Labor Council, investigated reasons and remedies for the city’s 1914-16
unemployment crisis,34

Much of this work benefitted from participation by members of Garment Workers No.
125. Daisy Houck helped Noel organize one of the widely attended unemployment fo-
rums. Later that year, as a demonstration of solidarity with the rest of the labor move-
ment, the union staged a play and used the proceeds to buy stock in the financially
strapped Labor Temple. Another of No. 125’s activities that went beyond normal busi-
ness unionism was the evening school it sponsored for its members in the summer and
fall of 1917. Teachers supplied by the Board of Education taught civics, English, and

other subjects to upwards of 200 garment workers, most of them recent immigrants.



A Workingclass View of Americanization

State AFL organizer Dale believed these classes followed “the recommendations of the
Councils of Defense in the Americanization of the foreign-speaking residents.” But did
they? Given the garment workers’ defiance of the open shop and their association with
Noel, it is likely that union rights and procedures figured prominently in the curriculum.
This strain of “Americanization,” stressing class solidarity rather than individual boot-
strapping, was not what Mary Gibson and her colleagues (see Chapter 4) had in mind.33

Noel made this fact clear on April 26, 1916 when she addressed the fifth annual con-
vention of the State Federation of Women’s Clubs in Del Monte, California. “For the first
time in the Federation’s history,” reported the Citizen, “trade unionism was discussed in
frank and bold statements from the platform.” Assigned the topic of “the Women’s Trade
Union League as an Americanizer,” Noel spoke broadly of the city’s labor movement and
the women in it. A downtown L.A. shirtwaist manufacturer had locked 15 young girls out
of his factory when they asked for higher wages, she told her middle-class audience. As a
WTUL leader, Noel and the Central Labor Council had tried to open negotiations with
this gentleman. He refused to see them, whereupon the fifteen girls, joined by other
workers from the factory, set up a picketline. The manufacturer’s demanded, and was
given, two city patrolmen and two city detectives to quash his employees’ rebellion.

“Right here let me ask who is the Americanizer--the employer, the police or the girls?”
Noel asked. Perhaps sensing some hesitation in her listeners, Noel answered her own

question:

“I defy anyone who proposes that any movement, intended for the fundamental weifare of the work-
ers, is really and truly an Americanizer unless it carries with the scheme a basic independence for
both the worker as a worker and the worker as a citizen....[W]oman is the mother of the race, and
womanhood must learn that it does not pay in the long run to make human life so abominably cheap
that a vulture class can afford to sap the lifeblood of the offspring we raise with suffering and

care.” 36 v

Noel’s statement skirted the outer limits of the solidarity that had been forged between
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organized labor and the women’s movement as the progressive era in Los Angeles ended.

Workers of Color:
Struggles on the Margins of Organized Labor

Unlike San Francisco, where anti-Chinese agitation powered the rise of the city’s or-
ganized labor movement, Los Angeles provided no such “indispensable enemy” for its
white working class.37 Here, transient and settled populations of Chinese, Japanese, Afri-
can-Americans, and Mexicans were either too small or too occupationally segregated to
rivet the attention of the fledgling craft unions. Some job competition did exist, especially
in the hospitality and other service trades. So did the same racial antipathies that seared

the northern city, but in Los Angeles they burned at a lower intensity.

Asians: “Strangers from a Different Shore”38

-

Between enactment of the 1790 Naturalization Law and its 1952 repeal, official U.S.
policy backed by popular opinion held that the only immigrants worthy of citizenship
were white ones. This policy was reconfirmed in 1870 when the government declared
Asian/Pacific peoples “aliens ineligible for citizenship” through a skewed interpretation
of the Fourteenth Amendment’s naturalizaﬁon clause. Mexicans skirted the prohibition in
the years of this dissertation because federal censuses counted them as white, proving that
American racial categories have had only a nodding acquaintance with biology. “Though
immigrants from countries like Ireland and Italy experienced discrimination and nativist
reactions, they nonetheless could become citizens of the United States,” Ronald Takaki
notes in Strangers from a Different Shore. “Citizenship is a prerequisite for suffrage--
political power essential for groups to defend and advance their rights and interests. Un-
like their European counterparts, Asian immigrants were not permitted to exercise power
through the ballot...”39

Anti-Asian racism took legal and extra-legal forms. In 1854 the California Supreme
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Court ruled that Chinese could not testify against whites in court. Mob violence against
the Chinese flared up in coastal cities from San Francisco north during the 1870s. While
such attacks were far less common in southern California, one vicious incident occurred
in October, 1871, when a white rabble invaded Los Angeles’ Chinatown, burned homes,
looted shops, and killed 16 or more Chinese.40

Would-be Chinese, Japanese, Filipino, Korean, and Indian immigrants also suffered
degrees of exclusion throughout this long period. On the cutting edge of campaigns to bar
Asians--above all Asian workers--from our shores, the American Federation of Labor jus-
tified its stand in unabashedly racist terms. Its 1893 national convention called the Chi-
nese “a degraded people” who “bring with them nothing but filth, vice and disease.”#! A
year earlier the AFL had steamrolled the Chinese Exclusion Act throughl Congress, halt-
ing the inflow of Chinese laborers for ten years. Its lobbyists broadened the ban to cover
most other Chinese in 1888, renewed it in 1893, extended it indefinitely in 1902, and be-
gan demanding its application to Koreans and Japanese in 1904.42 San Francisco’s Cen-
tral Labor Council emerged from a long crusade against Chinese workers to lead that
city’s attack on Japanese and Korean immigrants. It was the perfect California expression
of AFL racism, and vice-versa. “Sixty years’ contact with the Chinese, and twenty-five
years’ experience with the Japanese and two or three years’ acquaintance with Hindus
should be sufficient to convince any ordinarily intelligent person that they have no stan-
dards...by which a Caucasian may judge them,” AFL president Samuel Gompers declared
in 1908.

It was the Workingmen’s Party that elevated San Francisco’s Chinese population to
the status of an indispensable enemy in the 1870s. The party’s Los Angeles branch had a
similar notion but pursued it only fitfully and haltheartedly. “Throughout its career, the

Los Angeles party avoided the violence characteristic of the northern city, both in intra-
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party schism and in anti-Chinese attacks,” says Stimson. “There were no ranters, no riot-
ers, no mobs to disturb the calm in Los Angeles, where the real workingmen who formed
the core of the party gained the adherence of business and professional groups.”4> What it
passed on to the craft unions that succeeded it was less a fixation on race than a commit-
ment to defend wage workers, a hatred of monopoly, and a legacy of political unionism.

The Chinese
Asians in late 19th-century Los Angeles were not numerous, but they did important

work. First to arrive were the Chinese. Most came as sojourners. Nearly all were males
sentenced to bachelorhood by anti-miscegenation laws. In the 1870s they leased land
southwest of the city, farming table crops and hawking them door to door or selling them
to commissaries along the Southern Pacific Railroad, where their countrymen laid track.
The city’s first produce market took shape in a small Chinatown that had appeared east of
the old Plaza. Two-thirds of the laborers who dug the country’s longest rail tunnel
through the mountains north of Los Ahgeles in 1876 were Chinese. They worked as
farmhands and in Chinese restaurants and laundries, helped build the zanjas that watered
the city, cooked for white families and boarding houses, ran small Chinese businesses,
harvested abalone, and fanned out into the basin’s citrus groves. There they taught
American growers how to graft and bud the fruit, pocketing a mere $5 a month for their
invaluable labors. Except for an occasional restaurant cook or hotel employee, they filled
occupational niches that most white workers shunned.44 They were also demographically
insignificant. Only 605 Asians, mostly Chinese, lived in Los Angeles in 1880, making up
just 5.4 percent of the city’s population.#> For these reasons job competition between
white and Chinese workers was rare.

The city’s organized labor movement would have made no attempt to recruit Chinese

workers even if it had found them in its favored trades. Among Asian immigrant groups
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the Chinese were the most despised, and while L.A.’s unions seldom displayed the rabid
racism of their San Francisco counterparts they dutifully toed the AFL line.

The printers’ union took up the anti-Asian cudgels in 1886 two years after receiving its
AFL charter. It did so despite facing no Asian job competition whatsogver. Pure and sim-
ple racism motivated this exemplar of pure and simple trade unionism. At the printers’
urging the Trades Council, one of L.A.’s first central labor bodies; agreed to agitate
against Chinese working in laundries, vegetable gardens, hotels, restaurants, and private
homes. The Trades Council pulled the Knights of Labor, former Workingmen, and every
L.A. newspapers except for the Times into the drive. It sponsored anti-Chinese ward
clubs and organized door-to-door boycott canvassing. Rallies attended by thousands of
Angelenos pilloried the Chinese. Almost overnight, like most such flareups in the city,

this one fizzled out. Stimson explains that

“In the first place, advocating the discharge of Chinese employees for whom no replacements were
available posed an insoluble problem; and secondly, the refusal of Chinese vegetable peddlers (al-
most the sole source of supply) to serve families which had dismissed their countrymen caused many
people to forget their boycott pledges....There was no real urgency in Los Angeles for preceding
against the Chinese, and the boom just starting in 1886 quickly diverted labor’s attention to craft un-
ionism and its demands.” 46

Fitful and ineffective, the scapegoating continued. Typographical No. 174 threatened
its members with a $2.50 fine if they patronized a Chinese or Japanese restaurant. Unions
persuaded the city council to bar Chinese laborers from public works in 1889, but the
state supreme court ruled that doing so violated the freedom of contract. These local ef-
forts were overshadowed by a much more robust national campaign. With few exceptions
American unions fought to extend the Chinese ban through the 1892 Geary Act, and they
demanded that it be strictly enforced. The L.A. Council of Labor instigated and won the
first case testing the new act in 1893, when the U.S. District Court in Los Angeles de-
ported a cook named Wong Dip Ken.47 Labor’s exclusion campaign largely succeeded.

Smugglers hustling Chinese across the Mexican border could not match the pre-1892 tide
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of legal immigration from China. That nation’s contribution to the city’s population
dropped from 5.4 percent to 3.7 percent during the decade after 1880.48
“Although they were largely cut off from the majority society and their ancestral

homeland,” say historians Donald and Nadine Hata,

the Chinese stubbornly stood their ground. Low wages notwithstanding, they managed to save
money and established their own lending institutions, A variety of community associations were also
organized for mutual support and survival, to arbitrate disputes between members, and to provide
social services. The associations were organized around villages and districts, clans and families, be-
nevolent services, businesses and professions, and secret societies.” 49

: The Japanese
Unlike the Chinese, the Japanese were more feared than despised. They came in denser

numbers, sank deeper entrepreneurial and workingclass roots in the L.A. basin, acted
with more aggressive solidarity, and displayed élan and wit in fending off the humilia-
tions that both organized capital and organized labor sought to impose on them.

Japanese settlement in Los Angeles arose from a unique coincidence of push and pull
forces. For nearly two and a half centuries after 1638 Japanese governments isolated their
country and suppressed emigration. This policy changed in the early 1880s when the
Meiji Restoration launched a rapid industrialization and price deflation that devastated
the farm economy of small landowners and landless peasants. Construction of Ujina Har-
bor on the island of Nihojima also uprooted a large fishing population there. At the same
time, the Hawaiian planter class grew uneasy as the islands’ 18,000 Chinese, originally
indentured to the sugar plantations, rapidly founded their own businesses. The planters
cast about for a safe new source of labor and found it in four wracked prefectures of
southeastern Japan. Relaxing its emigration ban, the Meiji Restoration allowed over
30,000 impoverished peasants and fishermen to leave for Hawaii on “master and servant”
contracts between 1885 and 1894. It also made free immigration of Japanese nationals

legal in 1886.50
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Hawaii’s reliance on just one small area of Japan for its sugar workers heavily influ-
enced the later immigration to the United States. “First,” observes Roger Daniels in The
Politics of Prejudice,

“a very large percentage of California’s Issei came by way of Hawaii. Second, since these areas were
the only part of Japan whose pecple had had experience with transpacific migration, it naturally fol-
lowed when the period of heavy free immigration ensued that this area furnished a disproportionate
share of the migrants. In the five years from 1899 to 1903 more than 60 per cent of the non-Asian
passports issued by the Japanese government went to residents of the four prefectures, and in 1908 a
survey conducted by the semiofficial Japanese Association of America showed that the same group
controlled almost half of the acreage tilled by Issei in California.” 51

Two material facts drew members of this highly recruitable labor pool to American
shores. Wages in southern California at least equalled Hawaii’s, and those in the Bay
Area surpassed them. More important, the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act had intervened.
With the traditional supply of workers from China cut off, a low-wage labor shortage had
begun to develop at the state’s ranches, orchards, and construction sites. The timing was
fortuitous for the coming of the Japanese, and come they did. Daniels gives the U.S. cen-
sus data for immigrant (Issei) and native-born (Nisei) Japanese in the half-century be-

tween 1880 and 1930;

Year United States California
1880.....coieiereeirrrerenrirenene 2 SRR 86
1890....eciecrceccerrrerrareenns 2,039, 1,147
1900.....ccoiicreeeereecrereenne 24,326.uccccccreceirieneenns 10,151
1910..c..ceieeeeeereens 72,157 cooeerrereerrerennne. 41,356
1920..c.cevericirirensrensans 111,010. e 71,952
1930.cveeerrereeeeeerseenne. 138,834ucccrcrrrcenrenens 97,456 52

The number of Issei living and working in California in any one year during this peri-
od exceeded the census totals, for the typical Japanese immigrant was a dekaseginin, or
“bird of passage,” who alit here for a time, nurtured a small nest-egg, and flew home with
it.33 Proportionally, sojourners were more apt to arrive before 1900. Many toiled in the
fields; others were indigent student-laborers who worked as house servants in well-to-do

homes while attending school or college. After 190254 a relatively greater fraction of the
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Issei arrived with hopes of earning enough capital to set up their own permanent farming
operations or urban businesses in this country. The 1907 “Gentiemen’s Agreement” be-
tween the United States and Japan barred new entries by Issei laborers, however, and in
1924 the harshly anti-Asian Immigration Act stopped all classes of Japanese resettlement
until 1952.

Few Issei made Los Angeles home in the early years of their migration from Hawaii or
Japan. “Up to about 1907, the San Francisco Bay area, the area around Sacramento, and
the upper San Joaquin Valley were the major foci of immigrant population,” notes Dan-
iels. “After that date the population grew more rapidly in the south.”5 There were three
reasons for this reversal. Demand was growing for ranch laborers in southern California
to replace the dwindling numbers of Chinese. Northern Califomia cities, above all San
Francisco, had mounted increasingly rabid campaigns to oust Japanese from their
schools, jobs, and neighborhoods. And in 1906 a catastrophic earthquake leveled large
areas of the bay city. The resulting turmoil provoked a surge of violence against Asians,
many of whom had lost their livelihoods in the disaster. Upwards of 2,000 Japanese left
for Los Angeles. “By 1910,” Daniels says, “Los Angeles, which at the previous census
had contained_less than one per cent of the state’s Japanese population, had more Japa-
nese than any other county. By 1920 almost 20,000 (18 per cent) Japanese lived there.”5¢
Large numbers of U.S.-born Nisei contributed to the latter count.

The Japanese presence in Los Angeles, like that of the Chinese, was lopsidedly male.
Over 4,500 Issei had gathered in the city’s downtown by 1906. Most of them lived in the
light industrial zone that stretched from Main Street to the river. Their lodging houses
and businesses formed a rough crescent extending from each side of a central district that
had recently come to be known as Little Tokyo. Here, along First, Alameda, and Los An-

geles Streets and their feeders, Japanese laborers and German brewery workers mingled
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uneasily. They patronized the Japanese bamboo, curio, and art shops, as did other Ange-
lenos, but only the Issei worked in them. A second nucleus of Japanese laborers and busi-
nesses had emerged to the southeast along Sixth and Olive Street.’” The fast-growing
Japanese enclave supported its own newspaper, the Rafu Shimpo, and its own protective
society, the Japanese Association. Founded in 1897 when the nearest consulate was 400
miles away in San Francisco, the Association fought racial friction by policing the com-
munity and demanding redress for flagrant cases of anti-Japanese violence.’8

The class makeup of the Little Tokyo area changed after 1902. From that year until en-
forcement of the Gentlemen’s Agreement began in 1908, its small entreprenurial charac-
ter gave way to a rampant proletarianization. Laborers poured in from Hawaii, Japan, and
San Francisco. In 1903, Henry Huntington imported scores of Japanese and African-
American workers to take the jobs of Mexican trackmen striking his Pacific Electric Rail-
way.’® The Issei workforce also found local employment as store clerks and stock chas-
ers, waiters and dishwashers, barbers, porters and bellboys, hod carriers, railroad car clea-
ners, window washers, gardeners, house cleaners, and janitors. At first their wages were
generally lower than those earned by whites in equivalent jobs, ranging from 75 cents to
$1.25 per day.5? The wage gap between white and Japanese laborers disappeared as the
latter reacted to their super-exploitation by organizing against their employers.

Most of these Issei had left Japan and Hawaii for the U.S. West Coast as free emi-
grants, not contract laborers. “On the other hand,” says Ichioka, “they did not cross the
Pacific entirely on their own resources--they had the help of someone.” At their ports of
departure, immigration companies and innkeepers put them in touch with employers and
job middlemen in California. Some of the latter were former student-workers who had
become large-scale labor contractors. “Labor contracting flourished from 1891 to 1907,

coinciding with labor immigration to the United States,” Ichioka asserts. “Newly arriving
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laborers, unable to speak English and unfamiliar with American labor practices, relied
upon their fellow countrymen who were labor contractors for initial employment.”6!

The big contractors funneled workers into the railroad, mining, agricultural, lumbei”,
and fishing industries of central and northern California and also supplied migrant farm
laborers to ranchers in the L.A. basin. While fees skimmed from the wages of contract
laborers provided most of their income, they also charged workers for translations, medi-
cine, food, and, in some cases, bunking. This system was rife with abuse. “In July 1906,”
Ichioka reports, “Abe Kumakichi of Glendale, a strawberry labor contractor, abandoned
his laborers and fled with $1,500.” Running off with the entire contract price and payroll
was a common practice known as mochinige, and it provoked recurring tension between
contractors and the workers they recruited.62

From the suburbs, Issei farmers descended on Little Tokyo to buy equipment, seeds,
and supplies. “Pool halls, restaurants, bookstores, bathhouses, barber shops, boarding

houses, variety stores, etc., were now opened with the trade of Japanese laborers in
mind,” note William M. Mason and John A. McKinstry in The Japanese of Los Angeles.

Workers began to gather on east First and north San Pedro streets to recover from their
day’s toil and relax with friends.®3 In the words of Japanese-American historian Yuji

Ichioka,

“[ploolhalls and bar-restaurants served as important social havens from the hardships and tedium of
labor. In addition to providing the game of pool, poolhalls served as a general meeting place for
workers to renew old friendships, to exchange work information, and to simply while away leisure
time. Many catered to fellow countrymen from the same prefecture or village....Laborers were drawn
to bar-restaurants for another reason. With shakufi or barmaids, the bar-restaurants had the attraction
of offering female companionship. Without wives or sweethearts, the laborers craved such compan-
ionship and, however fleeting it may have been, sought it in the bar-restaurants.” 64

Beyond the city’s borders Japanese immigrants pursued two livelihoods that had sus-
tained their families for generations in southeastern Japan--farming and fishing. Agricul-

ture was destined by 1910 to become the largest source of income for the Issei of Los
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Angeles County. Some worked as field hands and ranch cooks, but an impressive number
bought or leased their own land and quickly supplanted the Chinese as growers of the ta-
ble crops that fed southern California’s booming population. “[{R]Joughly three-fourths of
the fresh vegetables consumed in Los Angeles were grown by Japanese farmers,” state
Mason and McKinstry. The county plots they cultivated soared from 1,950 acres in 1904
to 15,800 in 1916. Japanese immigrants also replaced the Chinese as the main labor force
in the city’s citrus groves during those years.%3

Reaction to the success of Japanese agriculture in the Los Angeles Basin was muted.
Not so in the state’s Imperial and Central Valleys. There, white truck farmers found they
could not compete with the Issei on a level plowing field and so, through their Farm Bu-
reaus and Granges and other lobbies, they coaxed the progressive state legislature to
adopt an Alien Land Law in 1913. Progressives sympathized with the Caucasian outcry
because they themselves believed, in Mowry’s phrase, that competition must be hedged
by “the color line.” The new law barred aliens ineligible to citizenship from buying land
or leasing it for more than three years. It cast a very wide net, snaring Chinese, Koreans,
Indians and other Asians as well as its chief target, the Japanese.66

Fortunately for the Issei the net was broad-gauge, and most of them managed to wrig-
gle through. As one prominent progressive, Chester Rowell, predicted, Japanese farmers
dodged the law by having citizen friends take a nominal 51 percent ownership of their
land through a transfer of stock; the friends then leased the land back to the Issei. “For the
growing number of Issei who had American-born children,” says Daniels, “it was even
simpler: they merely had the stock or title vested in their citizen children, whose legal
guardianship they naturally assumed.”6? The Alien Land Law reminded Japanese farmers
in the L.A. basin that they would have to contend with white racism for many years, but it

had a negligible effect on their livelihood. Most of them were used to leasing, not own-
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ing, land, and the few who had to relinquish their ownership mereiy made land barons of
their minor children.58

These stratagems infuriated politicians like James D. Phelan, former mayor of San
Francisco who had presided over some of that city’s worst racial hostilities and now sat
in California’s senate. A lifelong and ultimately successful exclusionist, Phelan detested
“philanthropists who are always talking about the brotherhood of man and the fatherhood
of God.” He too, says Daniels, “could quote scripture to support his position: ‘The Lord
made of one blood all the races of the earth [but He also] appointed the places of their
habitation. This continent belongs to us. That continent belongs to them.’”6? Backed by
the American Legion and a white supremacist group, California’s Native Sons and
Daughters, Phelan set out to exclude new Japanese immigrants while plugging the holes
in the Alien Land Law. He testified before a receptive U.S. House of Representatives

immigi‘ation committee on June 20, 1919. The Japanese, he declared,

“are impossible competitors, and drive the white settiers, whose standards of living are different,
from their farms. The white farmer is not free from cupidity when tempted by Japanese to sell out at
high prices, and they do sell out and disappear. The State, therefore, is obliged as a simple matter of
self-preservation to prevent the Japanese from absorbing the soil, because the future of the white
race, American institutions and western civilization are put in peril.” 70

Most white Californians shared these views. State and national politicians acted ac-
cordingly. In a 1920 initiative election, California’s voters approved a second alien land
law which tightened the mesh of the first: it prohibited Japanese non-citizens from own-
ing or leasing land and from acquiring it through corporations in which they held a ma-
jority interest. More drastically it barred Issei parents from serving as guardians for their
minor citizen children--a provision soon found to be unconstitutional.”! Four years later
the U.S. Congress passed and the president signed one of the harshest immigration laws
in the nation’s history. The 1924 Immigration Act halted the admission of all immigrants

who were ineligible for citizenship. “From this point in time,” says Ichioka, “it was diffi-
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cult for [Japanese] immigrants to conceive of any real future for themselves in this coun-
try. The only future they saw was that of their American-born children, the Nisei. The
anti-Japanese exclusion movement left an enduring legacy of bitterness and resentment
which rankled in the hearts of Japanese immigrants through the 1930s.”72 1t also set the
stage for the tragic Japanese-American confinement in the concentration camps of Cali-
fornia and other western states during World War I1.

While the 1920 and 1924 laws were traumatic for the Issei and their children, confirm-
ing their strangeness in the eyes of white Americans, they came too late for their stated
goal of reducing Japanese economic life to a nullity. “The 1920 measure was an attempt
to lock the door after the horse had been stolen,” Daniels observes. “Had it been enacted
in 1913, when native-born Japanese were less numerous, it would have seriously inhib-
ited Japanese acquisition of agricultural land. By 1920 its enactment was an empty ges-
ture, an ineffective irritant...”’3 Many Issei farmers had left Los Angeles County after
World War I to plant specialized crops elsewhere. Others had turned their plots over to
their U.S.-born children or followed the Chinese into the more lucrative merchandising

and brokerage of produce in Los Angeles.”4

* %k ok ok ok Xk ok

A century ago the AFL both reflected and mobilized the racism of white Americans.
At its 1894 convention it had resolved to organize workers “irrespective of creed, color,
sex, nationality, or politics,” but it tacitly supported a range of, local union practices that
kept minorities at arm’s length. “High initiation fees, special licenses, technical examina-
tions, and prohibitions on becoming apprentices, for example, militated against the ad-
mission of blacks into various AFL unions,” states Tomas Almaguer in “Keeping the
House of Labor Divided,” a work we will shortly revisit. After 1900, when the AFL

dropped its lip service to organizing workers regardless of race, it began segregating La-
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tinos and African-Americans in separate unions. Japanese immigrants had never been
admitted to its ranks, of course, and in 1904 it demanded their exclusion from the United
States.”>

The AFL’s staunchest race-baiting ally at the turn of the century was the San Francisco
labor movement. Twenty-five years earlier, San Francisco had been the volcanic core of
anti-Chinese agitation. Now it seethed over the Issei. Hostilities briefly erupted in 1900.
The local labor movement turned out hundreds of residents May 7 for the state’s first big
anti-Japanese protest meeting, chaired by Walter MacArthur of the Sailor’s Union. In a
rabble-rousing speech Mayor James Phelan effectively blamed the Issei for laws foreclos-

ing their citizenship. “The Chinese and Japanese are not bona fide citizens,” he declared.

“They are not the stuff of which American citizens can be made.””¢ This outburst of ra-
cial fear quickly ebbed, but it was followed by a much more explosive reaction when the
Russo-Japanese War of 1904-05 ended in a rout of the tsar’s army. Few Americans had
expected such a result. On the West Coast it triggered fears, heightened by continuing
Issei immigration, years of incendiary rhetoric, and America’s own imperial designs in
the Pacific, that the Japanese were preparing to invade. This notion eerily foreshadowed
the reaction of many westerners to the bombing of Pearl Harbor three and a half decades
later: every person of Japanese background was either potentially subversive or an enemy
plant. “In February 1905,” says Ichioka, “the San Francisco Chronicle launched its front-
page editorial crusade against the influx of Japanese labor. Organized labor followed suit
in May by establishing the Japanese and Korean Exclusion League (later called the Asia-
tic Exclusion League) and intensified the agitation for the exclusion of Japanese labor.”77

Physical attacks on the city’s Japanese capped these provocations. The massive earth-

quake of April, 1906 further inflamed race relations, and in October of that year, over the
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vehement protest of the Japanese Foreign Ministry, the San Francisco School Board con

fined Japanese and Korean students to an Oriental School previously resérved for the
Chinese. To avoid a rift with Asia’s strongest power, President Theodcre Roosevelt and
his Secretary of State, Elihu Root, entered a series of tense negotiations with the political
leaders of Japan and San Francisco. The outcome was threefold: First, under what came
to be known as the 1907 Gentlemen’s Agreement, no alien could enter this country from
its insular possessions, the Canal Zone, or elsewhere unless he or she had been issued a
passport specifically for travel to the United States. This barred Japanese immigration
from Hawaii, but since its nationals had not been singled out Japan signed the agreement.
Secondly, the San Francisco School Board reintegrated its schools. Thirdly, in 1908, Ja-
pan stopped issuing passports to laborers seeking a first-time admission to the United
States. The AFL’s long campaign to exciude workingclass Japanese had finally suc-
ceeded, though with important loopholes that were not closed until Congress passed the
Immigration Act of 1924.78

As with so many other aspects of their struggle for an American foothold, the Issei did
not play the role of passive victims during the 1904-08 uprising. Hundreds of them gath-
ered in downtown Los Angeles on February 20, 1907, two days after Congress authorized
President Roosevelt to negotiate the Gentlemen’s Agreement. Protesting that action, they
warned the Japanese Foreign Ministry by telegram not to permit to the unraveling of Issei
society by cutting it off from the mother country. What the labor contractors who led the
demonstration feared most was losing their business if Japanese laborers could no longer
come to the United States.”

Los Angeles and its unions clearly felt reverberations from the Russo-Japan_ése War,
San Francisco school crisis, and Gentlemen’s Agreement. “Asia is coming; Japan’s

Regiments Enter California,” the labor weekly Citizen warned Angelenos in December,
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1906. Its first-page editorial recorded the catalytic impact of Japan’s military prowess on
the exclusion movement. “In California there are close to 80,000 natives of Japan,” it es-
timated, “and those natives who have come within the last year and a half are mainly
well-drilled soldiers from the regular Japanese army....Is not an enemy more dangerous
inside than outside of one’s house? There is but one remedy, and it must be applied
quickly. Close the door!”80

Job competition between the Issei and L.A.’s craft unions was inconsequential. At San
Pedro, Wilmington, and White’s Point the Issei had revived an abalone industry founded
but abandoned by the Chinese. In the Gardena Valley they constituted a farm workforce
that the Central Labor Council had no intention of organizing. In downtown Los Angeles
they toiled outside the purview of the city’s unions as window-washers, gardeners, and .
housecleaners. It is true that Issei store clerks, bellboys, stock chasers, barbers, and wait-
ers marginally competed with whites in those semi-unionized trades; their employers,
however, were mostly the Japanese-speaking entrepreneurs of Sixth Street and Little To-
kyo. Henry Huntington’s hiring of Issei strikebreakers during a 1903 walkout by Mexican
track workers angered the Central Labor Council, but it was an isolated incident.

Unlike San Francisco, where white-Issei job rivalry was more abrasive, Los Angeles
lacked a handy economic argument against the Japanese. Its exclusionists had to rely on
demeaning stereotypes and racist slanders to win converts, and these alone could not
carry the day. Ovnick notes that “[t]he Asiatic Exclusion League, so active in Fresno,
Sacramento, Stockton and San Francisco, sent representatives to the southern city on sev-
eral occasions between 1907 and 1913 ‘to organize a branch League if possible in that
city, and do all in [their] individual power to awaken an interest in the movement,” but
concluded that Angelenos were ‘not...especially interested in the present Japanese agita-

tion.” 81
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Because Los Angeles was not fertile ground for Japanese race-baiting, it produced
several outspoken labor activists who stood up for the cross-race solidarity of their class.
One of these was James F. Maloney, a member of Webb Pressmen’s No. 18 and a dele-
gate to the 1916 California State Federation of Labor convention in Eurcka. Maloney
took issue with an anti-Japanese resolution that the Asiatic Exclusion League routinely
introduced at such meetings and demanded that the federation organize “all the Asiatics
in the State of California.” He seconded Hugo Ernst, head of the San F fancisco Waiters’
Union, when that socialist delegate argued that the best way to remove Japanese immi-
grant workers as a source of labor market competition would be to organize them.82

Maloney was the last progressive-era L.A. union leader to go on record in support of a
racially inclusive labor movement. He had three notable predecessors: ZW Craig, Fred
C. Wheeler, and John Murray.

Craig we have met before as a longshoreman, union organizer, and partisan of a city-
owned harbor. On June 1, 1906, at the very height of anti-Japanese hysteria in coastal
California, he penned a courageous and far-sighted editorial for the Citizen. Craig was
well aware that a move in Congress to exclude Japanese and Korean workers would fail
and that organized labor could not wish them away: “It behooves those in the movement,
then, to leave no stone unturned to continually branch out and organize the workers
wherever they may be found.” His mixed metaphors, unfortunate use of the shorthand
“Jap”, and tolerance for the AFL policy of racially distinct unions notwithstanding, Craig
defied the core tenet of craft union exclusionism--he insisted that the Issei would make
good union members. “The Jap is willing to be organized,” he said, “and has demon-
strated on numerous occasions that he appreciates organization.” Citing a dispute at a

Washington sawmill that employed both white and Japanese workers, he reported that

“[a] few days ago a hospital tax of 75 cents per month was added on their present onerous condi-
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tions. The Japs in that employ kicked, and demanded an increase in wages or the hospital fee cut out.
They were on strike two days, and the white men (all of whom are unorganized) kept on at work and
sawed wood....The Japs got their raise. They have approached the Labor Council at Seattie and asked
to be organized. Why not?” 83

Craig was onto something. A well-kept secret at AFL and state labor federation con-
- ventions, Asiatic Exclusion League meetings, and in union campaigns to banish the “un-
organizable” Japanese was the fact that many Issei and Nisei had stood up to their em-
ployers. In Los Angeles, when the Japanese Assoctation favored Issei businessmen over
Issei workingmen, the latter formed their own protective league, the Japanese Young
Men’s Association.84 Ichioka records other examples of Issei self—organizingf the Social
Revolutionary Party in San Francisco and Berkeley, the Fresno Labor League, and the
Japanese coal miners who banded together and won a place in the Wyoming United Mine
Workers’ Union--the “one notable exception to organized labor’s exclusion of Japanese
labor.”85

The Issei’s resolute proto-unionism was also evident in the orchards and fields. They
first struck a southern California grower in 1891 and downed their hoes more frequently
after the turn of the century. One of their tactics was waiting for the fruit to ripen on the
trees before insisting on a new contract.8¢ To secure a foothold in agriculture, says Alma-
guer, the Japanese had settled for lower pay than the Chinese laborers they were repla-

cing. Once firmly rooted, however, they

“startled Anglo employers by militantly demanding higher wages or the renegotiation of contract ar-
rangements. They were willing to resort to strikes or work slowdowns to secure these demands....By
the early years of the twentieth century, many of the small growers in the state expressed displeasure
with the Japanese...At the California Fruit Growers’ Convention in 1907, for example, one horticul-
turalist complained that Japanese labor was ‘not as honest and reliable as the Chinese.” Furthermore,
he added, ‘They are cunning--even tricky....While they have no organized union, as we know them,
they are clannish and have such a complete understanding among themselves that they can act
promptly and in unison in an emergency.” 87

Their well-honed sense of solidarity reached across racial lines. At the 1916 meeting

of the state labor federation in Eureka, Suzuki Bunji, a fraternal delegate representing Ja-
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pan’s labor movement, reminded his audience of a signal event that had occurred just two
months earlier in San Francisco. Organized culinary workers had struck their employers
there, and Japanese employees had walked out with them even though they were barred
from the union. 88

The most dramatic case of Issei cross-race unionism occurred in 1903 in the farm
community of Oxnard, an hour’s drive northwest of Los Angeles. Several overlapping
conflicts made this a fascinating episode. First among them was the struggle between Is-
sei farmworkers and a powerful labor contractor. Second, a tug of war between this con-
tractor and a dozen small minority recruiters of labor. Third, the friction between a town
recently founded by whites and the workers of color who produced its wealth. Lastly, and
most revealingly, the L.A. Central Labor Council’s intervention in these disputes as an
opponent of the AFL’s stand on Asian labor.

Oxnard was the site of a five-year-old factory owned by the American Sugar Beet
Company. Some 700 white workers produced sugar there. In the outlying fields Japanese
and Mexican contract laborers planted, thinned, and harvested the beets for a few dozen
white growers. The dominant economic force in their lives was not the factory or the
growers, however, but the Western Agricultural Contracting Company (WACC). Formed
the year before by wealthy Ventura County businessmen, it had begun to muscle some
small labor-recruiting firms from the beetfields while allowing others to eke out a meager
existence as its subcontractors. Its profits came, typically, from commissions skimmed
from the laborers’ wages and from the articles its company stores sold them at inflated
prices.8?

By the fall of 1902 WACC had already supplied Oxnard’s growers with 443 Japanese
and 175 Mexican workers. “One direct result,” Almaguer says, “was an overall worsen-

ing of the already impoverished position of minority farm labor in the area. Through its
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monopoly on contract labor employment in Ventura County, WACC was able to pur-
posely over-recruit farm laborers during the harvest season and thus directly create condi-
tions that led to the lowering of farm wages.”® Discontent bubbled through the
workforce. It broke into the open the following winter when WACC imported 120 more
Japanese from San Francisco and lateraled them to a subcontractor. The Issei, many of
them student-laborers, resented this transfer and began meeting with other workers of
both nationalities. On February 11, over 500 Japanese and 200 Mexican field hands and a
few marginalized subcontractors founded the Japanese-Mexican Labor Association
(JMLA), headed by Baba Kozaburo. Its meetings were conducted in Japanese and Span-
ish, with English serving as a common language when needed. The new union con-
demned WACC for paying workers less than it had promised, forcing them to buy goods
at company stores, and handing them off to subcontractors. Under this system laborers
had their wages skimmed twice--once by the subcontractor and again by WACC. The
members of JMLA voted to quit work. They called 1,300 Mexicans and Issei out of the
beetfields in early March.9!

Thus began first strike in California’s history involving hundreds of farmworkers.
Caught unawares, the labor contractor tried and failed to set up an effective company un-
ion. The Oxnard Courier expressed the views of most townspeople when it declared that
only a union “in the hands of intelligent white men” could properly represent the beet
workers. A few strikers were jailed. On March 23 assailants unknown shot and killed a
Mexican worker and wounded four Mexicans and Issei. This violent attack forced
WACC and the beet growers to the bargaining table, where they offered to let JMLA sell
its labor power directly to farmers on 2,000 of the 7,000 acres under contract. Pointing
out that WACC’s mock union had 60 men while it had between 1,200 and 1,300, JMLA

refused this tender and held out for a much bigger slice of the sugarbeet industry. This it
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achieved. In a March 30 settlement, JMLA gained a small wage increase and, more im-
portantly, control of all the beet contracts save one for 1,800 acres on the Patterson
Ranch. The WACC monopoly was broken. “A great deal of the success of the JIMLA was
due to its class-conscious Japanese and Mexican leadership,” states Almaguer.%2

Up to and for several years after 1903, organized labor turned a deaf ear on the griev-
ances of Asian migratory farm labor. The Oxnard strike both expressed this willed indif-
ference and inspired a notable exception to it: the entry of the L.A. Central Labor Council
into the fray. Fred C. Wheeler, a member of Carpenters No. 332, and John Murray, a
member of Typographical No. 174, made several visits to Oxnard in March. Both were
socialists, and both went to unusual lengths to assist the striking Japanese and Mexicans.
At the time Wheeler was the AFL’s southern California organizer, named to that post by
Gompers himself. Murray, an activist with the conservative printers’ union in Los Ange-
les, later edited the Citizen, organized unions of Mexicans and Slavs, defended the Mexi-
can revolution, and ended his life as Gompers’ point man in Latin America. Their pres-
ence in Oxnard during the late winter of 1903 bore witness to the relatively advanced
practice of the L.A. labor movement and its sometimes ally, the L.A. Socialist Party, on
questions of race and nationality.

Both men sat on JMLA’s side of the table during negotiations with the sugarbeet farm-
ers and WACC. At one meeting Murray warned them they were fortunate the workers
weren’t striking for more. Wheeler underscored the union’s demands, telling the farmers
“you have the beets and we have the labor and want to work directly with you.”3 After
the March 23 shootings, the two socialists returned to Los Angeles and submitted what

was, for its time and place, an extraordinary resolution:
“Whereas, For the first time in the history of organized labor on the Pacific Coast an opportunity

has come to organize agricultural laborers; and
“Whereas, About one thousand such laborers of Mexican and Japanese nationality have been or-
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ganized at Oxnard, California, and have, for two months, bravely maintained a strike against starva-
tion wages and iniquitous conditions; and

“Whereas, They have proved their courage and manhood by passing calmly through the trial of
seeing many of their numbers shot down by the opposition and have emerged from this ordeal with
unbroken ranks; and

“Whereas, The complete organization of agricultural laborers is necessary for the protection of all
working men; now, therefore, be it

“Resolved, By the Los Angeles County Council of Labor that we declare our belief that the most
effective method of protecting the American workingman and his standard of living is by the univer-
sal organization of the wage workers regardless of race or national distinction.

“Resolved, That while we are utterly opposed to the unrestricted immigration of the various Orien-
tal races, we heartily favor the thorough organization of those now here, and we believe that the fact
that men-are able to do our work when we strike is sufficient reason why they should be organized,
regardless of race or color. ” 94

After an emotional debate, the labor council’s delegates voted unanimously for the
resolution. This, said the San Francisco Examiner, “was the first time that a labor council
had put itself on record as in any way favoring Asiatic labor.” Some historians have
stressed the resolution’s contradictory last paragraph, unwilling to concede that what
aped AFL policy was less important than what defied it. (A similar contradiction drew
fire seventy-five years later when the L.A. Central Labor Council simultaneously op-
posed the immigration of foreign workers--this time undocumented Mexicans and Central
Americans--and moved to unionize those already here.) Such incongruities arise when
old and new ways clash; it is the direction of change that counts.?5

Buoyed by the active support of L.A.’s craft unions, JMLA asked the AFL for a char-
ter which would have made it the labor federation’s first farmworker union. “Evidence
suggests that the San Francisco Council of Labor contacted Gompers and expressed its
vehement opposition” to this request,” says Almaguer. In a letter to J.M. Lizarras, secre-
tary of JMLA’s Mexican section, Gompers granted the charter with one hand but
snatched it away with the other. “[I]t is understood,” he told Lizarras, “that in issuing this
charter to your union, it will under no circumstances accept membership of any Chinese
or Japanese.”? This decree incensed JMLA’s members, Mexican no less than Japanese.

On June 8, 1903, Lizarras returned the charter to Gompers with the following rebuke:
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“In the past we have counselled, fought and lived on very short rations with our Japanese brothers,
[who] toiled with us in the fields, and they have been uniformly kind and considerate. We would be
false to them and to ourselves and to the cause of unionism if we accepted.privileges for ourselves
which are not accorded to them. We are going to stand by men who stood by us in the long, hard
fight which ended in a victory over the enemy. We therefore respectfully petition the A.F. of L. to
grant us a charter under which we can unite all the sugar beet and field laborers in Oxnard, without
regard to their color or race. We will refuse any other kind of charter...”97

The AFL’s unwillingness to issue JMLA a charter covering all its members may have
sounded the union’s death knell. Almaguer finds no sign that it continued to exist after
June, 1903. When the Oxnard beet workers struck successfully that March and Aprii,
with a strong assist from the L.A. Central Labor Council, they left a high-water mark in
Asian-American cross-race unionism that organized labor did not reach again for many

decades.

Mexicans and Mexican-Americans

Just as the Issei filled a void left by the Chinese, so Mexicans moved into occupational
niches vacated by Japanese laborers after the 1907 Gentlemen’s Agreement. This change
represented a comeback for the Mexican population and workforce. They had dominated
Alta California until Mexico ceded it to the United States in the 1848 Treaty of Guadal-
upe Hidalgo, and they did not lose their considerable influence on local events until a
tidal wave of midwesterners reached Los Angeles after 1885.

Three conditions shaped the twentieth-century Mexican resurgence. First, because both
the 1790 U.S. Naturalization Law