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Over the last few years a number of labor historians led by Herbert
Gutman, David Brody and David Montgomery have begun to lock at American

labor history in ways that have broken away from the confines of the

0ld concentration on trade union history.l Herbert Gutman, for example, .

has attempted to show that ". . . Gilded Age workers had distinct ways
of work and leisure, habits, aspirations, conceptions of America and
Christianity, notions of right and wrong and traditions of protest
and acquiescence that were linked together in neighborhoods by
extensive voluntary associations and other community institutlcns."z
But there has been no systematic investigation of these volunt-
ary associations and of how they held these subcultures together. The
most typical and by fAr the most extensive of these voluntary associa-
tions waé the fraternal benefit society. The study of fraternal
societies can reveal much about the relationship between workers'
home and.wotkplace, between native-born and immigrants, between
neighborhood and city, for it can reveal both the solidarities and
the divisions of working-class culture and society. Perhaps most
important, it can show how behavior at the workplace is affected by
patterns of sociability and how the nature of work in its turn
produces certain types of sociability. This last is the topic of

this paper.

First of all what were these fraternal societies? An article

vritten at the turn of the century gave the following definition:

". . . A typical fraternal society rests upon three things: first,
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voluntary organization on a basis of equality; second, some ritualistic
system; and third, a system of beneflts."3 The first American fraternal
societies were copies of English friendly societies offering sick and
funeral benefits. Indeed many of them began as transatlantic of fshoots
of English societies: for example the history of the largest fraternal
society, the Independent Order of (dd Fellows, can be traced back to

the founding, at Baltimore in 1819, of a branch of the Independent

Order of Odd Fellows, Mancheater Unity, by some English immigrant artis-

ans.a In 1843 the American 0dd Fellows' lodges broke away from their

English parent. The model for a more elaborate kind of fraternal society,
offering life insurance rather than sick and funeral benefits, was the
Ancient Order of United Workmen, founded at Meadville, Pa., in 1868
among a group.of railroad workera.5

Two other organizations that might be termed "typical" were the
Knights of C?lumhus and the Polish National Alliance. The Knights of
Columbus was founded in New Haven, Conn., in 1882 by an Irish Catholic
priest to meet the needs of Catholics who were prohibited by papal
decree from joining non-Catholic fraternal organizations. Whereas the
0dd Fellows and Unlted Workmen were open to all white males, membership
in the Knights of Columbus was restricted to practising Catholic males.6
The Polish National Alliance was founded in 1880. It was strongly
nationalist, campaigning for an independent homeland, but because it
held that one did not have to be a Catholic to be a Pole it entered on
a bitter dispute with more clerical Polish Americans, led by the Polish
Roman Catholic Union.7

No brief summary can do justice to the diversity of the fraternal

society movement. There were temperance societies, socialist societies,
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thousands of local societies, based in a gingle community. These

catered to as many different groups as the aff%%iated societies.

In what kind of local context are we dealing with the growth of
these socrettes? The ear%y 1ndustrga1 history of the towns of Meriden
and New Britain was remarkably similar. In both a number of small
factorges and shops were established soon after 1800! and by 1850 each
had a considerable lndustrial.establishment. In 1819 Meriden was desc-
ribed in the follogihg terms:

A spirit of enterprise and activity in business characterizes the
inhabitants of this town.’ Various manufactures and mechanical
employments arg carried on; but those ‘of tin ware and buttons are
thé ‘most important There 'are s distinct Factories of the former,
and an equal number of the latter. Eor making metal buttons' and l
Factory for ivory buttons. There are also 1 Factory for lvory
combs, and 2 block tin or hard metal spoon Factories The wares

and manufachres of these establishments. like those of orher towns
1n “the victnity. are sent abroad [1 e. out of state for a market. i

The same authors qescrlbed Berlin, which at that time included New Britain,
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Seyenteen years lacer, {n 1836, g gulde to Comnecticut noted tthe
Brass ggctqry of Messrs. North and Staq%ex, 4 stories %Q he%ghr% in

New Bri n it went on to note that New gritain consa%ned tortx §1ve

factorigs, mainly in brass, and that these employed seven hundred out
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of the.fiiteen hundred lhhabttaqt§‘¥! The same guide described Meriden :

as "one of the most flourishing and enterprising manufacturing towns %ﬂ
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the State.” It listed the following factories:

2 for patent augers and auger bits, 3 for ivory combs, 6 for tin
ware, 4 for Britannia ware, 2 1ron founderies, 1 manufactory for
coffee mills, 1 for clocks, 1 for Norfolk door latches, 3 for block
tin spoons, 1 for vood combs, l for skates and iron rakes, and l
ggr gridirons.

was those making Britannia vare and spoons that

vl

Of these (actories it
were to be the most important for the future of Hert@en. Britannia ware
was a kinq of superior pewter which because it kept {ts shine better
became very po?olar. ?Y [829 herlden wag Broroiog shch arttc%es as
go?s! soup ladles, sugar hovls, cream pttchers, cand%esticks, !agps and
mugs from'this aaterial.!3

{g 1850 flge companies merged toAfora the MeriQen Britanﬁla Company

.which subsequently dominated'the market. In 1855 a new material called
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gicke% silver was 1ntro§uced, which, though it contained no sglyer, was
more s&hilar ih aPpearaﬂce to ster%inga ﬁt about "the same tLTe the com-
Panx,begaa electrop%aring sope.of tts products aqd also acqoired the
ﬁervrces and.trade mark of the Rogers hrothers of hartforq. The "1847
§ogers hros.ﬂ name on hniyegz forhs ahq Egooas became world renoeheq.
The brand became so popular that every other manufactqrer soon Iglt

oh% ge§ to introduce a %ine that haq §ogers as part of its name. Soon
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“' cheaper Britannia ware was aban?oned and the firm concentrated on
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thg ”tgher ?r{ced and more Rrofitable s%%yer—plated ware. . 12 1895 the
ccm?anx e§teageq the Prqcesg ot moytqg ug—market by goiqg in a spbstan;_
%al way gﬁtg the RT°QHS§§°" of stertigg stlveryarerlb

Because of the success 9§ the ¥9§149ﬂ Britannia Co. severa% pther
entrepreneurs set up ln the §§TS }!he: io that Heriden earhed the title

of "the silver city." " As in other industries at this time increased
. H v R . . i LRl

competitlon soon led to increased concentration, and in 1898 a silver
: R V A Rt



-5

trust was organized under the name of the International Silver Company
with an authorized capital of twenty million dollars and 1its headquarters
at Meriden., It included the Meriden Britannia Co. and two other Meriden
concerns as well as companies in Hartford, Wallingford, Bridgeport,

Norwich, Waterbury, Lyons, N.Y., and Toronto. Within a few years it had

taken over further companies in Wallingford, Middletown, Derby and Meriden.

There were other manufacturing concerns in Meriden, producing such
items coffece mills, shot guns, vises, pocket knives, lamps, mechanical
pianos and organs, and tahle cutlery, and there was a serles of companies
in the making of cut glass.l6 But the business life of Meriden was
dominated by one corporation, the International Silver Co., and that one
corporation dominated its industry.

New Britain's industrial growth paralleled that of Meriden. The
brass foundry of North & Stanley has already been mentioned: this firm,
whose origins go back to 1800, owed {ts early prosperity to its market
in sleigh bells and to the first use of a machine in the manufacture
of hooks and eyes.l7 By the late 1830's a number of firms, whose partners
seemed to change aleost constantly, were manufacturing hardware. One
of these firms, owned by two brothers of the Stanley family, was the
first to introduce a steam engine as a power aource.]8 The Stanley
name was later to become one of the most renowned among New Britain
manufacturing concerns. The years between 183? and 1850 saw the beginn-
ing of four of thé large hardware firms that were to give New Britain
its name of "the hardware city". These companies were Russell & Erwin,
Landers Frary & Clark, P & F Corbin and the Stanley Works. The fifth
major corporation in the town, the Stanley Rule and Level Co., was

19

organized in 1857. In 1902 the manufactures of New Britain made their

~6-

own effort at reducing competition when the American Hardware Corporation
was formed from the mefger of P & F Corbin and Russell & Erwin, as well
as a lock firm and a screw firm. According to the U.S. Immigration
Commission of 1910 this company ''exerts a strong influence in the indust-

120 By the early twenticth century New Britain

rial affairs of the city.'
was thus dominated not by a monopoly but by an oligopoly of the American
Hardware Corp., the Stanley companies (to be merged fn 1920) and Landers
Frary & Clark.

It can be seen from Table I that up until 1880 Meriden and New Brit-
ain attracted roughly the same proportion of immigrants. Meriden drew
a number of workers directly from Sheffield and Birmingham, England, to
work in the plated silverware and cutlery industries. But the other
immigrant groups that settled there -- Irish,; Cermans, French Canadians
and Swedes -- were the same groups that settled in New Britain. After
1880 however, while immigration gathered pace in New Britain, it slack-
ened off in Meriden, and by 1900 New Britain had passed Meriden in the
raw number of immigrants. Morcover these immigrants came not from the
groups that had settled there earlier but from southern and eastern
Europe: they were Italians, Lithuanions, Ruthenians and above all Poles,
for New Britain soon had one of the largest Polish communities in New
England, indeed a community that h;d considerable influence among Poles

nationally.21

What attracted these immigrants to New Britain was the demand for
unskilled labor. The U.S. Immigration Commission reported: "The intro-
duction of machinery, with its attendant opportunity to make use of low-
priced labor, has made the employment of the fmmigrant not only possible,

but highly profitable . . . Most of the immigrants have entered the lower,
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TABLE 1
MERIDEN
No. of Fraternal soci-
1 fraternal eties per 1000
Population Foreign-born societies population
1850 3,559
1860 7,426
1870 10,495 3,022 28.8% 6 (1872) .6
1880 15,540 4,931 31.7%| 15 1.0
1890 21,652 6,879 31.8%21 62 2.9
1900 24,296 7,215 29.7%| 79 3.3
1910 27,265 8,042 29.5%| 85 3.1
1920 . 29,867 . 7,916 26.5%{ 89 (1919) 3.0
1930 38,481 8,8712 23.1%| 70 1.8
1940 39,494 7,203 18.2%| 64 1.6
NEW BRITAIN ' o

1850 3,029
1860 5,212
1870 9,480 3,162 33.42 3 .3
1880 11,800 3,697 31.3%| 16 (1881) 1.4
1890 16,519 5,753 34.8%| 37 2.2
1900 25,998 9,293 35.7%| 64 e 2.5
1910 43,916 18,030 41.1% 88 2.0
19}0‘ 59;316 21,340 36.0% 85 (1919) 174
1930 68,128 20.7662 30.6%| 82 1.2
1940 68,685 17,079 24.9%2) 75 1.1

1. 1850-70 population is for the respective towns; thereafter it 1is for
the cities. .

+ 2. Whites only.

Sources: U.S. Census, Meriden Directories and New Britain Directories.
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more unskilled occupations where the lowest wages were paid . . . Today

the Poles and the Italians are probably the most numerous of all the

races in the lower occupations in the factories."22 But it was not only

immigrants who were restricted to unskilled positions. As the same report
n

observed: . . Because of the large amount of unskilled labor required

for the production éf hardware and kindred manufactures, the bulk of

employment available is in the unskilled (and consequently less remuner-

ative) occupations."z3

Meriden presents a striking contrast. The report quoted above
commented:

Over one-third of the city's industrial output consists of plated

silverware and britannia ware. In these industries men of the high-

est skill are employed, and the average wages paid are the highest
paid in any industrial employment in the United States . . . The
various occupations in almost all industries in the community
require men of experience and skill, and those who apply for work
having no trade stand little chance of finding employment.

The report explained the decline in the number of immigrants as follows:
Since 1900 immigration to [Merlden] has been light, and the indicat-
fons are that it will be even less in the future. The immigration
which may come in the future will be made up of immigrants from
eastern Europe and from Asia, and as this class of alicns are almost
entirely unskilled laborers, few of. them will find employment. The
demand for all classes of labor, especially the unskilled, is small,
and a ready supply within the city 1s always available.

It was on these skilled crafts, such as the metal spinners, the
polishers and buffers, the engravers and chasers, that the gtrength of
Meriden's labor unions was founded. During the !Meriden centennial cele-
brations in June 1906 a special day was set aside to honor labor, and
the souvenir of the celebration wrote: "Meriden has for many years been
considered one of the strongest labor union cities in Connecticut, and

the organizations were never on a more solid basis or more widely distr-

ibuted among the workingmen of the various crafts than at the present time."

26
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The findings of the U.S. Immigration Commission in 1910 confirm the

strength of unions in Meriden. The Commission reported, on the basis

of its survey, that 24.8% of all males aged 21 and over were union members.

This 24.8% figure was made up of 29.3% among the native born and 23.2%
among the foreign born. 27

In New Britain the overall figure for union membership was only 2.9%
and the Commission noted: “The factories do not welcome the labor union;
all of the more important shops are 'open shops,' in which unions exert
litele 1nf1uence."28 The result of a New Britain strike of 1915 shows
how weak unions were there. After befing out for five weeks the machinists
of the New Britain Machine Co. voted to call off their strike and the
local newspaper reported: "The men say they have gained an important point
in the strike and that the company would now accept an applicant 1f he
shows a union card. A man belonging to the union would not be discrim-
inated against, but would get a job just as quickly as one who did not.“29
In 1905 the same newspaper reported of Labor Day:

Labor Day is observed here only in the closing of the factories and

stores. No demonstration was undertaken by the local labor organiz-

ations although some of the unions are said to be strong. The chief

reason given for the omission is that men are timid about showing

their labor union aifisbations lest it might affect their jobs in

some of the factories.

Just as Meriden had flourishing labor unions so it had flourishing

" fraternal organizations. 1In 1900, when as can be seen from Table I, these

organizations reached their peak, there were nine Odd Fellows' organiza-

tions and the same number of Foresters' lodges, three lodges of the Knights

of Columbus, two of the Ancient Order of United Workmen and of the Knights
of Pythias, and a whole host of other socleties of every conceivable

type, ranging from the Young Men's Total Abstinence and Benefit Society,
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to the Windhorst Benevolent Society of German Roman Catholics, and from
the Union des Ouvriers Canadiens Francais to the Wilcox Silver Plate
SickAand Funeral Aid Society.3l

These societies were not just an interesting by-product of a commun-
ity with a highly skilled workforce and a large labor union membership.
They were a vital part of a strong working-class community. They flour-
ished alongside labor unions because they performed a number of vital
functions and met a number of vital needs. They were not alternatives
to unions, or supplements to them; rather they were part of an interlock-
ing relationship between work, unionism and sociability, and, as we shall
see, once Meriden's unions declined so did its fraternal organizations
and vice versa.

Not only did these organizations provide security for working people
with their sick and death benefits, but they helped in maintaining the
solidarities and networks without which the unions could not survive.

When a buffer or engraver left work at the end if his shift, he might

well drop by his lodge for a drink with his fellow workers or with work-
ers from other plants who were his lodge brothers. He might be an officer
in his lodge, holding some title like Noble Grand or Chief Ranger, a

title that would strengthen his feelings of self worth. He might not

be in the same lodge as the Germans of Teutonic Lodge, 100F, or the French
Canadians of the Foresters of America, but he would meet with them in the
0dd Fellows' Encampment Degree or in the Foresters' annual memorial day
parade (which visited both the Catholic and the Protestant cemeteries).
Similarly he might meet with the members of other lodges and other ethnic

groups in the fraterna] bowling or baseball leagues.32
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And these solidarities would be revealed when the workers went on
strike. The Eagles or the Moose might hold a benefit for the strikers;
the union and the TABs (Young Men's Total Abstinence and Benefit Society)
might jointly put on a minstrel show to raise money for the strikers;
while at other lodges the scabs would be given the cold s_hquldeg,33

It is interesting that fraternalism appears to have reached its peak
in Meriden around 1900 (see Table 1), for labor union strength too seems
to have declined after then. There were a number of preliminary skirm-
ishes between unions and employers who were embqldened by their monopecly
hold on the silQer industry, but the final confrontation did not come
until 1915. 1In October of that year the silver workers of the Internat-
ional Silver Co. went out on strike. Wages and hours were the surfage
grievances,sb but what precipitated the strike appears to have been the

uge of "efficiency experts."” The owner of a small local cut glass concern

wrote to the local paper:

In the recent past, or in the past few years, the efficiency
expert came into existence and with him and his force came many tags
and long rows of flgures. At the same time the working atmosphere
of the factory commenced to change. All possible leaks were looked
after and stopped and, incidentally, some leaks were stopped that
were not leaks. At the commencement the aim of the factory was to
cut out all unnecessary effort: to do away with the drones; by the
means of tags to have an actual knowledge of what each man was doing
and through comparing the same find out how some men could be speeded
up. That is the cause of the strike, speeding up.

The screws were put on here, there and everywhere. Everything
was sacrificed to speed. Foremen were removed and so-called speed
producers replaced them., A system of esplonage was introduced.

All this was given a name -- it was called modern methods. The
workmen say it should be called school-room methods.

The personal touch under which these factorles prospered ceased
to exist. A sheet of paper and many tags took the place of person-

al touch.

He went on to charge that a Department of Labor mediator had safd that a
man could only work forty-five minutes in each hour actually producing,

but had found the men in one factory being forced to work fifty-four
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minutes in the hout.35

Feeling that their craft status and traditional control of their work
was in danger, the silver workers decided to strike. But they were aware
that 1915 was a recession year and that the speed-up affected not just
skilled workers but the.whoie corporation. So the& decided to form an
industrial union, "one big union" as they called it using the language

36

of the IWW. The new Silver Workers Union was organized on September 15,

1915, and the strike began on October 6.37

On January 17 the company

won an injunction against the union's picketing tactice and by the end of
the month it was ﬁlear that the strikers haf lost. The company, whose
plants outside Meriden, Wallingford and Ha;erbury had not been struck,

had resumed work with scabs brought in from New York replacing the skilled
workers. The unskilled workers had been forced back to work through sheer
hunger: the new union did not give any strike benefits. These were paid
only to the long-standing craft members. Most of the craft workers simply
left town to find work elsewhete.38

The strike was not officiall& declared off until January 1919 -- three

and a half years after it began -- when the company agreed not to discrim-

inate against its former employees. '"Believing that a closer relationship

between employers and employees is désirable, the company declared, "we

have had in process for some time the formation and construction of a

39 The defeat of the union was total.

mutual welfare plan."
Although the fraternal organizations of Meriden had suffered no such
death blow they had begun a long and lingering decline. The old working-

class community of Meriden had been destroyed.
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