White Riot or Union Victory?
Every year, October 12 is more widely celebrated as Indigenous Peoples Day by nations, states, and cities, rather than as “Columbus Day”. This is because the true nature of imperialism and it's genocides has become known. But there is a less famous October 12 holiday, still celebrated by some, which may deserve our attention: Virden Day.

Virden, Illinois was a coal mining town where several thousand striking white miners opened fire on a trainload of African-American miners and their families on October 12, 1898. The mine operator had recruited the replacement workers in Birmingham, Alabama. Seven strikers and five armed guards were killed in the ten-minute battle.  
 The Pana Riots, some 45 miles away, were related, but not celebrated as widely. 

In fact, there was strike related racial violence all over the state of Illinois, before and after the Virden incident. Mother Jones herself, Eugene Debs, and some labor historians, have portrayed the Battle of Virden as a key victory for the Illinois district  for  the United Mine Workers of America (UMW), for the U.S. industrial union movement generally, and for the world working class. It did actually result in a union victory because, after the battle, the Chicago-Virden Coal Company finally had to pay the 40 cents per ton rate that had been already agreed to by most of the other Illinois mining companies. The UMW was now recognized widely by the operators, and an 8-hour day was established. Had the company prevailed at Virden, all of this would be at risk for the entire Illinois district. 

It is my contention that these violent confrontations were primarily white riots, and the fact that they were combined with strikes and picket lines makes the working class tragedy much deeper. Virden/Pana was just another thread in the historical narrative of American racism, but likewise a monumental self-inflicted defeat for working women and men. 

A peaceful migration of black labor from the South, into the Illinois coal mines was prevented by these decisive incidents. We also lost the attendant racial integration, upward mobility for oppressed African-Americans, and working class solidarity. Actually, Virden and Pana both became sundown towns  exactly at this point. A combined labor front of black and white was unfortunately never built in the UMW. Instead, the Illinois coal fields were made safe for whites only, and many thousands of coal jobs went to  European immigrants instead. 

Taking a longer perspective: the Virden Riot was a turning point between two historical moments in American racial relations. The first moment was the broken promise of “40 acres and a mule” right after the Civil War, and the overthrow of Radical Reconstruction. Freed slaves were not farmers because they owned no land, and were not workers because they had little industry around them. There was no reasonable and positive  economic emancipation to match the political emancipation. 

The second moment was the race riots in East St Louis, Illinois, and many Northern cities, which were occasioned by the final mass migration of black labor at the time of World War I. Had the UMW truly integrated and unified in 1898, perhaps the inevitable northward flow of African-American workers could have entered all the big industries and emerging unions more naturally, allowing us to have greater racial solidarity and union power. 

So, what really happened at Virden? There was an unsuccessful UMW mine strike in 1894, four years after the union's founding. It failed, and decimated union membership. Another national strike was called in 1897 and the 40 cents per ton rate was agreed to by all Illinois coal companies and the state district of the UMW in January, 1898. Then, the Chicago-Virden Coal Company abrogated the agreement, and manager Fred Lukins decided to run the Virden mine with African-American miners recruited in Birmingham, Alabama. Likewise, the owners of some mines at Pana and Carterville, Illinois tried to run the mines with ”imported” black labor.

On September 25, 1898, weeks before the decisive battle, a trainload of Birmingham miners headed to Virden. A stockade around the mine entrance had already been constructed next to the railroad tracks. About 300 armed striking miners from central Illinois had congregated in the town expecting the train. They were organized and financed by the UMW. The train slowed down near the station, but then the plan was aborted, and the train sped past the station and the mine, and went on to Springfield, Illinois, without trying to land the miners in the mine stockade. The diverted train was met there by a crowd of angry miners and John Hunter, President of the Illinois UMW, who brought the Birmingham miners to the local union hall. There, he and other leaders convinced them to return to Alabama, without having another go at Virden. The next morning, they departed for Birmingham, with the union paying the fares. 

The organized UMW miners were still patrolling the tracks around Virden, and their numbers swelled to two thousand. The mine owner made another run on October 12, 1898. Shooting started as the train sped past the depot with another load of Birmingham miners, with their families aboard, and stopped at the nearby stockade. A pitched battle ensued. Thiel Agency detectives from St Louis on the train-car platforms, (hired by the company) and  Chicago detectives in the stockade (hired by the company) were on one side of the battle. Armed union miners in a field opposite the stockade were on the other side of the battle. Seven miners and five guards were killed, with as many as thirty individuals wounded, including a Birmingham miner. The whole conflict lasted about ten minutes. The company-store manager, Jacob Eyster, tried to run from the stockade to the company store, but was shot and then beaten by miners. He survived. 

The train engineer was wounded in the arm, and he sped out of Virden, on to Springfield, Illinois, where the injured and dead guards, as well as a Birmingham miner who had been injured, were taken off the train. The rest of the Alabamans were promised care and transportation by the UMW, and were persuaded to come to the union hall. The next day, October 13, the union announced it would not protect or care for the African-American miners and their families beyond 6 o'clock that evening. A pair of men tried to make a break from the union hall to the train station, but were caught by the white miners and badly beaten. A lynch mob gathered at the hall about that time, but the mayor of Springfield calmed them down and got the finances to send the Birmingham miners to St Louis on the train. There, they were abandoned without money, food, or warm clothes.


State troops were called in to Virden at this point, and there was no more violence. Governor Tanner instructed the troops to allow no more trainloads of replacement workers to land at the mine. Inquests and investigations were conducted, charges were filed against both manager Lukens and some striking miners, but nobody was convicted. 


The company acceded to the contract demands, and the 
mine re-opened shortly with UMW workers.


Virden became at this point a sundown town.


Over at the Pana mine, other Birmingham miners had started 
working in September, 1898, and were living nearby in a 
camp, but not in town.

In November, 1898 there was a major major clash in Pana, 
between the Birmingham miners and local union men. Basically 
it was an unprovoked armed attack by organized whites against 
blacks in their homes, designed to drive them away from the 
mine and 
the town. Troops were called in by Governor Tanner, 
and kept 
the peace for a while, but in March, 1899, the troops 
left Pana,
at the request of local white residents. On April 10, 
striking miners attacked again and killed 5 Alabamans and 
wounded 28. The only two white deaths were from “friendly fire”. 



Some of the Birmingham miners left Pana at this time. The 
state 
troops were called back in. The mine operated until June, 1899 
with African-American miners working. The mine was sold at 
this point, and the new owner settled with the UMW on union 
terms, and the members were re-hired. All Birmingham miners 
were let go, and a minority went back home at this time, but 
most went on to Weir, Kansas, to work in another struck mine. 


A few holdouts stayed in Pana, but were soon driven out and had 
to migrate to Springfield, as Pana became a sundown town.


Those who characterize Virden as a labor victory will cite the 
UMW constitution, which prohibits discrimination on the basis of 
race. But this provision was only progressive by comparison to 
other union constitutions at the time, which expressly prohibited 
African-Americans as members. Indeed the UMW had black 
members 
in Illinois, Ohio, and other northern states, but it was a 
small minority. In the 1890 and 1900 census, of all Illinois coal 
miners, only 2 or 3 percent were black. In Birmingham, the 
UMWA organized substantial numbers of black miners. But 
African-Americans were not treated equally within the union, and 
most importantly, were not allowed, by 1898, to voluntarily 
migrate en masse to the northern coalfields to live and work 
during times of labor peace. The fact that a small number of 
African-American miners in Illinois were working union members 
cannot be conflated into saying that there was “black and white 
on both sides.” 

The reason I am characterizing the Virden event as a white riot, 
 on the occasion of a labor dispute, 
rather than a victory for all of labor (with some racial overtones), can be explicated from four glaring facts:

1. Opening fire on a trainload of men, women, and children can never be characterized under any circumstances as “labor solidarity” or preserving a picket line.

2. When the trainload of Birmingham miners that was blasted out of Virden on October 12 went on to Springfield, Illinois, they were nearly lynched in a secondary white riot, far from any picket line.

3. Collaborating with the state government, the local press, and the courts almost guarantees a labor organization failure, if it’s mission is to lead the working class. If the governor is on your side, you must be doing something wrong.
4. Were it strictly a conflict of labor and capital, the two thousand plus men gathered in Virden could have burned down the mine stockade.  

Herbert Gutman devotes a whole chapter in his book,    
“Work, Culture, and Society”, to Richard L. Davis' letters to the 
editors of the United Mine Workers Journal, the official 
union 
publication. There is every indication that the editors of the 
UMWJ gave Davis a free reign to update the 
membership about 
happenings in his corner of Ohio whenever he saw fit, and he did 
write frequently. He was, after all, a working organizer 
(sometimes a board member) for the union organization, was 
unique in presenting an African-American point of view, and 
his loyalty to the organization was uniform. 


Gutman analyzes the many letters of Davis and concludes that 
the UMW was eminently successful in handling the race problems 
of the day (p.192), and congratulates Davis for his patience with
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
all the trials and tribulations of being a black miner, and also his 
patience with the white leadership.  But Gutman is silent on one 
spectacular exchange of seven letters between Davis and a white 
contributor named Glasgow. Davis had made a plea for more 
black leadership in the union, and especially more paid 
positions. Glasgow responded, accusing Davis of “special-
pleading” for his race, and even self-promotion. They then 
commence an extremely heated, but polite exchange, with all of 
its Victorian formality. Glasgow at one point asks Davis to please 
let us take time to “examine the condition of your race”, a racist 
slam which exults in the 
degraded position of African-Americans.  
Davis tells him that he has had all the time he needs. Davis 
makes an eloquent case for affirmative action within the 
organization, and for a cessation of second-class treatment of 
black members in the mines. Now, every newspaper or magazine 
cannot publish every letter, so it is an editorial decision as to 
which letters  should appear. The editors also have the call on 
which letters are published in counterpoint to a given 
contribution. The editors of the United Mine Workers Journal 
consciously permitted this exchange, probably under a policy of 
“fairness”-- fairness for both a racist, and for one of its own 
organizers who piped up a little too much.


Getting back to the Virden incident, Davis actually commented  
on it in one letter. He writes:

“I have been a constant watcher as to the welfare of the U.M.W, 
of A. and noticing the troubles now existing in the Sucker State 
among our craftsmen, prompts me to say a word at least. I am 
indeed sorry to see the State of affairs as exists there, and yet it 
teaches us that one lesson seemingly so hard to learn by a great 
many of us, viz., to organize, I do not mean to organize against 
the black man, as they are now doing, for that will do no good 
nor will there any good results accrue from it, and fight it as you 
may the result will be the same, I have watched it in the past 
and have never known it to fail. I would advise that we organize 
against corporate greed, organize against the fellow who, 
through trickery and corrupt Legislation, seeks to live and grow 
fat from the sweat and blood of his fellow man. It is these 
human parasites that we should strive to exterminate, not by 
blood or bullets, but by the ballot, and try as you may it is the 
only way. You can't do it by trying to exterminate the negro or 
big black buck niggers, as they were referred to a few weeks ago 
through the columns of The Journal. I assure anyone that I have 
more respect for a scab than I have for the person who refers to 
the negro in such a way, and God knows than a scab I utterly 
despise. The negro North has no excuse, or very few excuses, for 
scabbing, but the negro South has lots of them, and while I give 
the North a great deal of credit, I fear that I make a mistake, for 
in many places even in the North, no matter how good a union 
man he may be, he cannot get work only as a blackleg. And in 
the South he can work almost anywhere provided he is willing to 
be the other fellow's dog, and I don't mean the employer alone, 
but the white laborer as well.”


The “Sucker State” is Illinois, and a “blackleg” is a scab. The last 
sentence refers to the practice of white miners in the South 
actually hiring desperate blacks as subcontracted workers, for 
next to nothing (postbellum). He goes on:

“I dare say that you seldom or never hear of negroes being 
brought into a locality to break a strike in which both white and 
black worked together, and even if they were you always found 
the negro on the side of right. Hence, I say treat the negro right 

and he will treat you right. I earnestly hope to see the miners of 
Illinois win their battle, for I suppose they are like miners 
elsewhere. Their pittance is already too small.”


So, Davis is loyal and diplomatic to the very end, but he does say 
that the union should not “organize against the black man, as 
they are now doing.” This was his opinion of Virden on October 
13, 1898. He doesn't say it in so many words, but he makes the 
point that “you can't scab on a scab”. If the folks on the picket 
line are boycotting your race, where does that leave you?


It is interesting to see what Gutman makes of these comments 
from Davis. He quotes much of the above and puts an asterisk 
after it. In his note he begs us to contrast with Davis' conclusions 
“those of certain other contemporaries concerned with the 
relations between Negro and white workers.” He counter-poses a 
Chicago paper editorial opinion (“not a race fight at all, but a 
labor fight”), and the fervent wish of a clergyman (that the white 
workers of Virden would learn from their mistakes). One would 
have expected Gutman to present countervailing facts that show 
Davis to be wrong.


One can get a fair idea of the relationship between Richard L 
Davis and the United Mine Workers, by contrasting his personal 
trajectory with that of his boss, Michael D. Ratchford, National 
President of the union in 1897-1898.


Both were born in poverty (Richard in Roanoke, Va., Michael in
 
County Clare, Ireland), and both began working at an early age 
(Richard at 8,  Michael at 12). 


Richard was a member of the Rendville local and did some 
organizing work for the national organization in Ohio, West 
Virginia, and the deep South. Michael mined in Ohio and was 
elected President of his local in 1890. He did organizing work in 
Ohio beginning
 1893.


Richard was elected to the Executive Board of District 6 in 1890, 
but was still a rank-and-file working miner up through 1896. 
Michael became President of District 6 in 1895. Later that same 
year, he was elected national UMW President.


Richard was elected to the National Executive Board in 1896 and 
1897 for two one-year terms, the first African-American. Still, he 
was a working miner. (After 1900, there would not be another of 
his race on the National board for 76 years.) He died at age 37 in 
1900, in poverty, of “lung fever”. He had been blacklisted for 
over a year. He disagreed with many of his African-American co-
workers over the prospect of forming a black local, which he 
vehemently opposed as a loyal UMW member.


Michael resigned from the union in 1898 to serve on the United 
States Industrial Commission, and in 1900 (the same year 
Richard died) jumped to become Ohio Commissioner of Labor 
Statistics. He jumped from there to become Commissioner of the 
Ohio Coal Operators, 1909-13. Then he jumped again to be 
Commissioner 
of the Illinois Coal Operators, 1913-27, sitting 
across the bargaining table from his former friends. He died in 
1927 at age 67. Compared to Richard, Michael got about 30 
more years of 
life, a great deal more comfort, and the 
opportunity to undo whatever service he had rendered to the 
     
UMW.


So what is the historical dynamic of class and race that drove 
these conflicts in Illinois? Which narrative is more fruitful: the 
unscrupulous racist 
operators being pushed back by a righteous 
and heroic union-organized action, or the white riot in 
collaboration with the state and ruling culture, with no lasting 
power achieved for the workers?  (I say no lasting power, 
because the chickens would come home to roost in 1932, when I
nternal UMWA violence would rend the organization, while the 
operators laughed all the way to the bank. But that is another 
story.)


Maybe if we look at the lynching that took place at Lacon, in 
north central Illinois, about a month after Virden, we can parse 
the relationships of white supremacy, masculinism, union power 
and 
class-consciousness. This article appeared in the Chicago 
Daily Tribune on November 8, 1898, less than a month after the 
mine riot:


Chicago Dally Tribune, Nov 8, 1898.
MINERS HANG A

NEGRO AT LACON.
_____

Lynchers Take a Prisoner

from Jail in the Illinois

Town and Quietly

Execute Him.

_____

IS STRUNG UP TO A TREE.

_____

Determined Men from Toluca

Batter Down the Doors

of the Marshall

County Jail.

_____

DIES IN THE EARLY MORNING

_____


Lacon. Ill. Nov. 7 -[special.]-
The first 

lynching in central Illinois in many years took 

place here early this morning, when a hundred 

miners from Toluca, a mining town a short 

distance east of here, broke Into

the county jail, took out F. W. Stewart. a

Toluca negro. and hanged him to a tree.


The work was done quickly and quietly.

Only a few late stragglers noticed the 

number of strangers who kept driving into

town from the east. They were well 

organized, however, and shortly after mid-

night marched in a body to the jail, broke

in the doors after a short parley with the

Sheriff, dragged the negro from his cell,

carried him to a tree a mile from town, 

where the remainder of the party awaited them.


Stewart's crime was assault on Friday

evening upon Mary O'Brien, the daughter of

one of the Toluca miners.


Although many in Lacon deplore the lynching,

there is a general impression that the

negro was punished as he deserved, and no

special effort is being made to discover the

identity of the members of the mob.


The Coroner's jury this afternoon returned

a verdict that Stewart came to his death

at the hands or persons unknown, and the

Sheriff seems to think public sentiment

would not justify him in making strenuous

efforts to capture the lynchers.
Punishment Not Probable

The people of Toluca are clannish, and

any attempt to arrest men for what is generally

agreed to have been an act of retributive

justice would, it is feared, be resented

by the miners. The grand Jury may take

action later on, but nothing is expected to

come or it.


Toluca is a mining town on the Santa Fé

road, a place of recent and rapid growth,

with mixed population of turbulent

disposition. There are many foreigners and

some negroes. Against the latter there has

been considerable antipathy, which has

been heightened by the events

at Pana and Virden. The white miners

grew more bitter against the colored men

as they heard how the negroes were being

imported from the South, and many colored

men were forced to leave town because

feeling was running so high. Among those

who persisted in staying, however, was F.

W. Stewart, a man of bad character and the

victim of mob law today.
Bloodhounds on the Trail


The O'Brien girl could give no more than

a vague description of her assailant, but a

bloodhound was secured, and being put on

the scent started off on what appeared to

be a hot trail. A hundred miners followed,

and when the bloodhound finally led them

to a shanty where Stewart was found it

was with difficulty that the hotter heads

were prevented from wreaking their vengeance

upon him.


Stewart protested his innocence with such

earnestness, and apparent sincerity that

many were persuaded against their wills

and his life was spared. He was locked up,

however.


The authorities became alarmed by the

mutterings of the miners, smuggled Stewart

into a carriage, and hurried him to the

county jail of Marshall County, at Lacon,

ten miles west of Toluca, on the Illinois

River, at the terminus of a spur of the Alton

railroad.


When the miners found on Saturday morning 

that Stewart had been put where he

was believed to be safe in case he was

found to be guilty, public sentiment grew so

bitter that the Mayor and City Marshal at-

tempted to allay it by promising to visit

Lacon to see if a confession could be extorted

from Stewart. The result was a complete

confession that sealed his fate.
Plans for the Lynching.

When the Mayor and the Marshal returned

to Toluca and announced that Stewart had

confessed his guilt there was no outbreak,

but instead a silence that was more ominous.


A few men, friends of O'Brien, took charge

and the plans were soon made. At 10 0'clock

a hundred men, driving in all kinds of

vehicles, set out for Lacon. The people in

Toluca saw them go, knew their mission,

and yet sent no word of warning to the 

authorities at the county seat.


The party halted in a pasture near the

Toluca road about mile east of Lacon and

there completed their plans. It was decided

that it would not be wise for all of them to

enter the town, even though it was then

midnight, and accordingly fifty men who

could be relied upon were selected to storm

the jail and bring back their victim, while

the others awaited them at a tree which had

been selected for the gallows.


The storming party tied black masks over

their faces, entered the town quietly. and

proceeded to the jail, a two-story building

standing just back of the courthouse, and

pounded on the doors for admission.


Sheriff Paskell came to a window in the

second story and demanded to know what

they wanted. A shout went up, “We want

Stewart."
Mob storms the Jail.

The Sheriff replied that Stewart was under

protection of the law and that they must

await the course of justice. His answer was

the crash of a heavy sledge against the

doors. The miners had brought their picks,

sledges, and heavy coal hammers to assist

them in the work they knew was before

them.


The doors did not long withstand the blows

rained upon them, and in a few minutes the

mob was inside the jail. Sheriff Paskell con-

fronted them and attempted to argue with

them, but he was covered with a dozen 

revolvers and hurried into side room, where

he was locked in.


The mob then made a rush for the cells,

and the other prisoners pointed out the cell

occupied by the man they were seeking.


Stewart crouched and whimpered in a

corner as a sturdy miner swung his heavy

sledge upon the lock of his cell, until finally

the door gave way and the mob pounced

upon its prey.


Stewart was jerked to his feet, dragged

out into the corridor, where a rope put 

about his neck, and, surrounded by the mob,

was hustled outside, the cries of his fellow-prisoners

sounding a harsh requiem.
Hanged to a Tree.

The negro was hurried through the silent

streets to the pasture where the remainder

of the crowd was waiting. As he stumbled

along he begged for mercy, but his captors

were pitiless.


The other lynchers were waiting in grim

silence beneath a white oak tree in the

pasture. The end of the rope which had

been about Stewart's neck was thrown over

a limb and without giving him any opportunity

to make a statement a dozen men

seized it and hauled him into the air. The

crowd lingered until it was sure that Stew-

art was dead and then returned to Toluca

as it had come.


As soon as the mob had left Lacon Sheriff

Poskell aroused the Mayor and with a few

citizens followed the crowd to tho scene

of the lynching. When they got there the

members of the mob had gone.


They did not cut the negro's body down,

leaving it until morning, when it was cut

down and brought back to town. The body

is still in the city hall here, awaiting orders

tor its disposal.


Stewart had a penitentiary record, having

been sentenced from Peoria County two

years ago for burglary. He was released

on parole about four months ago, and had

been working in and about Toluca most of

the time since.

Certainly this was not near a picket line, even though the actors were miners; the racialized victimization is clear. The reader is encouraged to accede in the crime. But Stewart was a just a black worker who would not get out of town during Illinois' race fever at this time. He probably wasn't even a miner. Somehow, the bloodhounds appeared at his house. The writer reasonably relates the lynching to Virden and Pana, but is very cavalier about the prospect of justice, in either legal or moral terms. There is no chicken-egg controversy over which came first, black strikebreaking or racism. There is no employer in the equation,  no question of rank-and-file militancy. There is only an effectively organized group of white miners; not redressing labor's grievances, or ending exploitation. They were organized on the basis of male whiteness, and took action on that basis. 


What does this leave us in the aftermath of Virden? What were 
the demographics of coal in Illinois after the riot? David 
Markwell examined some official Illinois records (which 
record-keeping ironically was mandated by the Illinois legislature 
as a direct result of 
Virden.) The new law required every Illinois 
coal miner now to be registered and demographically tracked. In 
“A Turning Point: The Lasting Impact of the 1898 Virden Mine 
Riot”, Markwell writes:


“The Macoupin County Coal Miners Application Book of 1908 lists 
the names, nationalities, physical characteristics, and years of 
service in the mines of 3,123 miners in the county. Over 1,500 
miners are listed as being from eastern and southern European 
countries. Of all of the miners, only one African-American is 
registered.” 


Macoupin County, Illinois includes Virden, and the document was 
compiled ten years after the event. So, if there is one African-
American miner left in the entire county, where is the 
constitutional inclusion and non-discrimination?  Who benefited 
from the 40 cents per ton contract and the secure establishment 
of the UMW? The substantial advance was not for union 
members in general, but for white 
workers in particular. 


Illinois District 12 of the UMW organized and financed a 
paramilitary white supremacist militia at Virden, which 
violently 
ejected African-Americans from the local mining industry, and 
effectively kept them out for 20 years. This period of great coal 
industry expansion was made safe for European immigrants to 
the exclusion of black laborers migrating from the American 
South. Europeans from 5000 miles away were accepted as co-
workers in an improved work environment, while African-
Americans from 500 miles away were subject to pogroms. 


Dennis Gallie

