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Homestead Strike Alternate Assignment

The Homestead Strike, also known as the Homestead Steel Strike, was an industrial lockout and strike which began on June 30, 1892, culminating in a battle between strikers and private security agents on July 6, 1892. The dispute occurred at the Homestead Steel Works in the Pittsburgh area town of Homestead, Pennsylvania, between the Amalgamated Association of Iron and Steel Workers (the AA) and the Carnegie Steel Company. The final result was a major defeat for the union and a setback for efforts to unionize steelworkers.

The Hometsead works was Carnegie Steel’s most successful steel mill.  The Amalgamated Association of Iron and Steel Workers (AA) was an American labor union formed in 1876. It was a craft union representing skilled iron and steel workers. Andrew Carnegie placed industrialist Henry Clay Frick, who was Carnegie’s business partner in charge of his company's operations in 1881. Frick who used security guards to break strikes was resolved to break the union at Homestead. "The mills have never been able to turn out the product they should, owing to being held back by the Amalgamated men," he complained in a letter to Carnegie. With the collective bargaining agreement due to expire on June 30, 1892, Frick and the leaders of the local AA union entered into negotiations in February. With the steel, industry doing well and prices higher, the AA asked for a wage increase; the AA represented about 800 of the 3,800 workers at the plant. Frick immediately countered with a 22% wage decrease that would affect nearly half the union's membership and remove a number of positions from the bargaining unit.  The union rejected Frick’s offer and called for a strike.  

Frick's intent was to open the works with nonunion men on July 6. Knox devised a plan to get the Pinkerton Dective Agency (private security) onto the mill property to protect the non-union workers. The strikers were prepared for them; the AA had learned of the Pinkertons as soon as they had left Boston for the embarkation point. The small flotilla of union boats went downriver to meet the barges. Strikers  fired a few random shots at the barges, then withdrew—blowing the launch whistle to alert the plant.  When the Pinkertons got off the boat they were met by violence.  After days of violence, the Pinktertons gave up. Support for the strikers evaporated. The AFL refused to call for a boycott of Carnegie products in September 1892. Wholesale crossing of the picket line occurred, first among Eastern European immigrants and then among all workers. The strike had collapsed so much that the state militia pulled out on October 13, ending the 95-day occupation. The AA was nearly bankrupted by the job action.

The Homestead strike broke the AA as a force in the American labor movement. Many employers refused to sign contracts with their AA unions while the strike lasted.  Most union members were blacklisted from getting other steel jobs.  The strike devestated the town of Homestead.  Carnegie sold the Steel Works and most townpeople lost their jobs and the economy in Homestead crashed.  Carnegie himself denied that he knew or particpated in what happened.  Carnegie always said he supported unions, but what happened at Homestead proved that wrong.  Probable guilt over the incident caused him to give away most of his fortune to charity.

Questions: 

1. Who was the strike between?

2. What was the Homestead Works? Who did the AA represent?

3. Who was Henry Clay Frick?  What tactics did he use to break strikes? 

4. What proposal did Frick make to the AA?

5. How did the Union react to Frick’s proposal?

6. Who were the Pinkertons? Why did Frick hire them?

7. How did the striking workers “greet” the Pinkertons? 

8. What happened to leaders who led the strike against Carnegie steel?

9. What happened to the town of Homestead? What happens to Carnegie’s company?
10. What does Carnegie say about the strike?  How does he “make-up” for what happened.  Do you think he is two-faced?  Why/Why not?

