
JUNE 23, 1900. On this date, the Ameri
can Federation of Labor granted this charter 
to the International Ladies' Garment Workers' 
Union which had been organized three weeks 
earlier. The world into which the ILGWU was 
bom and in which it struggled to survive is 
pictured In this special anniversary issue of 
JUSTICE. These pages from the past, drawn 
from contemporary sources, arc w" 
the courage and perseverance, the 
the idealism that from its start have been the 
spirit of the ILGWU. Countless forthcoming 
generations of ILGWU members will continue 
to draw inspiration from them.
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WE garment workers have a special admira
tion for the word pioneer. We call the men 
and women who founded our union 60 

years ago pioneers. But we also use the same word 
to describe many who came after them and who 
through acts of courage and imagination won 
new and significant gains for garment workers.

For us, pioneers are not a thing of the past In 
the 60 years since the start of our union we gar
ment workers have crossed many frontiers and it 
is the crossing of frontiers, the launching out into 
new and untried areas of human improvement, 
that makes our kind of pioneer.

There are all kinds of frontiers. There is the 
frontier of the pay envelope-the steady improve
ment of wages. There are frontiers of time—the 
determined reduction of the length of the work 
day and the work week. In more recent years, we 
have crossed frontiers of industrial and commu
nity relations, pioneering in collective bargaining, 
in the use of impartial machinery to settle dis
putes, in providing safeguards for workers’ health 
and old-age, in spurring community and political 
activity by our members,'’ making them both bet
ter union members and better citizens.

The record of our pioneering efforts may be 
traced in the development of our collective agree
ments. These are a kind of log book of how we

made a clearing in an industrial wilderness and 
through self-sacrificing effort brought sanity into 
work conditions, decency into pay envelopes, re
sponsibility into collective bargaining.

At all times-even today—wherever our picket 
line appears for the first time, there another fron
tier of our union has been established. There, too, 
you will find again brave pioneers. They may 
speak a language far different from that spoken 
by the men and women who started this union; 
their backgrounds may be different and their his
torical and cultural roots remote. But they are 
pioneers nevertheless, because like ILGWU mem
bers of other generations they are fighting for 
improvements that mean a better life for them
selves and their families:

BUT there was something special about those 
pioneers who 60 years ago created an organ
ization they decided to name the Interna

tional Ladies' Garment Workers' Union. Today's 
pioneers, whether in our union or elsewhere, no 
longer work in a wilderness. Now, those who hear 
the union appeal of the ILGWU for the first time 
know that our organization enjoys tremendous 
respect, that our financial resources are consider
able, that we have close to half a million members.

But the little band of garment workers that sat 
down to create a union back in 1900 met in a 
world that was bitterly hostile to the idea of
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workers joining together to improve their lot. In 
their world the length of the work day, even for 
women and children, was unregulated; the rate of 
pay was dictated by the boss, the life of the work
er was cheap, shortened by the pace of the work, 
malnutrition, unsanitary conditions. To fight 
jointly against these evils constituted illegal 
conspiracy.

Aligned against these first ILGWU pioneers 
were the courts, the police, public opinion, arro
gant employers -  and, most tragic of all -  the 
workers themselves. Driven by hungter, pushed by 
the pace of work competition, lashed on by their 
own dreams of lifting themselves out of the mis
ery, garment workers fought for the bundles of 
work-doled out by employers to the most beaten 
—upon which their very lives depended.

They had come from the old world, most of 
them, as other immigrant groups had come before 
them, filled with the dreams of a world of plenty 
and opportunity, of freedom and sunshine. And 
they had landed instead-into a place of darkness 
and dirt, of crowdedness and noise. They suffered 
deep disillusionment but never surrendered their

Instead, they mustered once again the organ
izational skills they had learned in the old coun
tries fighting Czarist outrages, political persecu
tions, poverty and the ignorance which is always
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the ally of despotism. Young Jewish and Italian 
men and women, with little more than their own 
desperation and hope as weapons, dared time and 
again to challenge the anarchy and inhuman ex
ploitation of the garment industry. Over and over 
again they formed the fragile unions they could 
not sustain through a season.

But the one they started on June 3, 1900 and 
chartered three weeks later on June 23 with the 
American Federation'of Labor lasted. How can 
we measure what they wrought? By what means, 
after 60 years, can we appreciate the immensity 
of the challenge that confronted them, the re
sourcefulness with which they faced it, the alter
nating hopes and heartaches they must have felt?

This special issue of Justice attempts to do this 
through an imaginative leap back to the start of 
the century. In the pages of this issue are gath
ered some of the few precious relics left behind by 
those who started our union. Here are the min
utes into which they wrote their hopes, the letters 
into which they poured their despair, the hand- 

- bills in which they cried "courage.” Here too are 
pages from contemporary publications that wit-* 
ness their early triumphs and tribulations.

Poverty was the chief problem of their desper
ate beginning. There was no money with which 
to pay the rent for meeting halls, with which.to 
dispatch organizers where they were needed, with 
which to pay strike benefits where hunger loomed 
on the picket line. Often, during the first decade 
of our union's exktence, it seemed even to its 
staunch supporters that it was impossible to 
continue.

»  Its impoverished members could not support 
its starving officers. Employers, astounded at the 
persistence of this thing called the ILGWU, 
launched attack after attack, counting each one 
the last. Membership rose, then dwindled. Logic 
supported the resolution introduced at the 1906 
ILGWU convention to disband the union. But in 
the shouted “noes” in the stirring vote to con
tinue, despite the lack of success and the absence 
of funds and the bitter employer opposition, was

the heart and the spirit that has made our union 
great.

WE have come a long way as a union since 
those first faltering steps. In these pages 
you will find the record of that progress 

into the present Much has changed and much 
remains unchanged.

What we have accomplished as a union, as part 
of the vast family of organized labor'in America, 
is something more than just the abolition of our 
own poverty and helplessness. The America of 
1900 was a lafid of towering wealth and devastat
ing poverty. Between the very rich, small in num
ber and great in power, and the very poor, swarm
ing in numbers but powerless, was a bitter divi
sion, increasing since our national frontier had 
backed out to the end of the line at the Pacific 
Coast.

In time, in other lands, this kind of division 
toppled governments, uprooted societies. Gener
ally, the accompanying violence brought blood
shed. With us also there were battles when organ
ized working men and women began to fight for 
democratic rights in their working lives such as 
they could exercise in their political lives.

Through the instrumentality of trade unions 
the inequities in the distribution of the goods and 
services produced by this nation’s workers were 
being lessened with a minimum of violence and 
injustice. We have, in these 60-odd years, levelled 
off the extremes and levelled up the status of all.

It is sometimes easy to miss the point of trade 
union history because so much of it is taken up 
with such material considerations as money in the 
pay envelope, clean toilets, health fund contribu-
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tions, severance pay, overtime. Yes, to those who 
see only the surface of things, it must certainly 
seem that unions and union members are very 
much like banks and bankers—all they want is 
more.

They want more because in the memory of 
their own beginnings as organized workers is the 
lesson that more means better-that in the time 
when the worker had less he was treated by hk 
masters as little more than an animal given just 
enough so he would have the strength to drag, to 
lift, to stitch and stitch and stitch until he 
dropped from exhaustion.

Paradoxically, by concentrating on material 
goak we have won spiritual triumphs not only 
for our members but even for the industry in 
which they work. Between slave and master, ex
ploiter and exploited there k ’fear, not respect. 
But between worker and employer who recog
nize the common problems behind their conflict
ing interests, a mutual respect develops that rids 
their industrial environment of jungle combat.

In effect, it is the enrichment of life, in all 
respects, that k the true and continuing goal of 
trade unionism. That enrichment is as limitless 
as our own capacity to dream, to innovate, to

Sixty years ago our dreams were of the most 
primitive kind: to abolish hunger, to banish the 
sweatshop. Through the years the targets have 
changed, but the goal has remained constant.

In the first decade of our ILGWU our purpose 
'was to survive; in the second, it was to create the 
basic instruments of collective bargaining and 
industrial responsibility; in the third decade it 
became to fight off the challenge of political total
itarianism infiltrating our ranks.

Then, in the fourth decade of the life of our 
union, we undertook to rebuild it from the depth 
of defeat and to utilize the opportunity provided 
by a New Deal in our nation that recognized the 
legal right of workers to organize for social better
ment; in the fifth decade we rallied our resources 
to help our nation in time of international conflict 
and in the sixth decade we sought to improve old 
and develop new securities and safeguards against 
illness and age and other uncertainties of our 
industry.

Because we work in a very special kind of in
dustry, somewhere, every day, in our widespread 
jurisdiction, this cycle, varying only in detail, is 
beginning again for a group of garment workers. 
Their first frontier is union recognition. For their 
ILGWU sisters and brothers, older pioneers, the 
search for new frontiers goes on as our great union 
starts its seventh decade. J



Tk& W o M  o f f  1900

T ,  deep gulf through American life at the 
start of the century. National creative 

genius produced a flood of machines, gadgets 
and knickknacks in elaborately poor taste and 
beyond the reach of its huddled masses. With
out a union, garment workers could only 
dream of a future made brighter by these 
things; meanwhile, day by day they possessed 
only the heavy burden of their work and their 
poverty and increasingly bitter exploitation.

With unashamed verbosity, as shown 
by these start-of-the-century adver
tisements, producers tempted con
sumers with promises of the>bigyest, 
the cheapest, the most effective and 
the best.





THE garment industry's workshops were in the homes of 
America’s slum dwellers. While individual garment man
ufacturers sometimes sought the benefits of an industrial 

discipline by setting up factories, the greater part of produc
tion was in the hands of working families—children as well as 
parents. Unsanitary conditions in these homework shops—poor 
lighting and air loaded with dust and disease-combined with 
the gruelling pace of the work and the long hours of labor, 
shortened life. The long "railroad” flats, with their interior 
bedrooms, became breeding grounds for tuberculosis, the killer 
that garment workers ironically called “their own.” Social 
workers and government investigators perceived the plight of 
these workers. But without a union, the roar of the sewing 
machine continued to be heard in the home and the slum 
workers remained helpless.
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were up in years and uncommunicative. One of them had an 
ugly sore on her hand which she tried to keep covered. 1 would 
not finish " for her. and so incurred her dislike. I said nothing, 
but always took work from someone else in preference.

Another place, where I worked but half a day, was more 
interesting to me because a number 
of young girls were there and they 
kept the place lively all the time. 
I asked one of them if she supposed 
we could get work in a factory, and 
she said: “ Law, yes, if yer wants to 
join the union I" As for herself, she 
claimed that anything was better 
than "livin' by rule.” The others 
declared that she was not skilled 
enough to belong to a union, and 
they grew quite merry in the dis-

: determ
what her real objection to the factory 
was. These were the first happy 
sweaters I found. The six girls 
chewed gum, and laughed while they 
sewed. They ran the machines in 
a care-free way that almost made 
my hair stand on end. I got fifteen 

a young toils*. cents for my half-day's work. I
was not needed longer, so Lhad to

seek other scenes of labor.
I did not want long engagements in the sweat-shops. They 

were not necessary for my purpose. 1 simply wished to verify 
my knowledge regarding actual conditions of work. I had 
visited over a hundred of these places, and I already knew the 
aspect they present to the observer; but a few minutes' visit can 
never teach one the hardships of the workers. We may gasp 
when we are told of women who toil twelve or fourteen hours for 
a mere pittance, but, after all, it is without meaning until one has 
experienced the weary eyes and diuy head and aching back
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WITH a union, garment workers could 
fight effectively for a better life. At the 
start of each work season they made 

brave efforts to organize themselves. For short 
periods they stood united in bargaining with 
their employers, only to find that with the 
season under way, the work running through 
the machines, their fledgling unions soon ex
pired. But the union started June 3, 1900 by 
11 garment-worker delegates meeting in New 
York lasted. Even then, many looked upon it 
as just another garment union; in historical

•r-mu-



MINUTES
of the

FOUNDING MEETING
of the

ILGWU

Cloak Pressers of Philadelphia, that they are well 
organized, have no instructions. Baltimore Cloak 
Makers Union, instructed in favor of forming an 
International Union. Skirt Makers of New York and 
Newark Cloakmakers Union, instructed in favor of 
an International.

At 12:30 recess was taken. At 2 P.M. the conven
tion reconvened. A credential was presented from 
Brownsville Cloakmakers for delegate Ginsburg, 
who was duly admitted.

Moved, seconded, and carried, each local shall be 
taxed $10.00 for a preliminary fund. In the future 
due stamps shall be provided by the Executive 
Board of the International for all locals, and the 
locals shall pay the International for the stamps at 
the rate of one cent a piece. These stamps shall be 
sold by the locals to their members as weekly due

Moved, seconded and carried to issue a label. The 
Executive Board instructed to attend to this.

Moved, seconded and carried, that all unions in 
the ladies’  garment trade shall be eligible to ad-

Resolved by a unanimous vote to join the Ameri
can Federation of Labor. The question in regard to 
an organizer left to the Executive Board.

Moved, seconded and carried, to call upon the 
labor periodicals and request them to publish all 
reports and announcements of the International

Nomination for election of officere was next pro
ceeded with. Elected: H. Grossman, New York, 
president; B. Braff, New York, secretary and treas
urer. Brother Braff volunteered to serve his term 
without any compensation and promised to furnish 
the necessary books. A vote of thanks was unani
mously carried.

Executive Board: Silverman of Baltimore; Solat, 
Schweiger and Schwartz of Philadelphia and Leibo- 
vita of Newark. Resolved, that’ the President be 
authorized to require security of the Secretary 
whenever in his judgment it may become necessary.

Moved, seconded, and carried, to request the 
United Brotherhood of Cloakmakers of New York 
to permit the Secretary-Treasurer, Braff, to have a 
desk in their office. Braff, Silverman and London 
were appointed a committee with power to draw a 
set of resolutions.

Motion carried, to submit the actions of the con
vention to a referendum vote of the locals composing 
the International Union, and to request them to 
send in their reports of their votes upon all subjects 
decided by this convention, not later than within 
fourteen days.

Closing exercises then followed. All delegates ex
pressed great satisfaction with'the formation of the 
International Union and pledged their best efforts 
to the advancement of the new body.

The United Brotherhood of Cloakmakers of New 
York tendered to the delegates an invitation to an 
entertainment. Amid universal enthusiasm the con
vention adjourned sine die.

JUNE 3, 1900-TTie first national convention of 
Cloakmakers, called by the United Brother
hood of Cloakmakers, No. 1 of New York and 

Vicinity, was held on Sunday, June 3, 1900, at 
Labor Lyceum, 64 East 4th Street, New York City. 
At 10 A.M. the meeting was called to order by 
B. Braff.

After considerable deliberation a motion to form 
an International Union was unanimously carried. It 
was moved and seconded, the name of this organiza
tion shall be "International Ladies' Garment Work
ers’ Union."

The following temporary officers were elected: 
B. Braff, of New York, Chairman, and M. Silver- 
man, of Baltimore, Secretary. The temporary 
chairman in his opening address declared that the 
Cloakmakers of New York had come to the conclu
sion that, in order to improve the condition of the 
working people in the trade, it is imperative that 
besides having local organizations in their respec
tive cities the Cloakmakers should be united the 
whole country over. To this end the convention has 
been called by the New Yorkers. The meeting pro
ceeded with the nomination and election of per
manent chairman and Secretary of the convention. 
Brother Goldberg, of Philadelphia, was duly elect
ed chairman and Brother Braff of New York,

Brother J. Barondess greeted the convention. In 
his speech he demonstrated the importance of an 
International Union and declared that at the first 
convention a corner-stone would be laid for the 
sacred edifice of unity in the cloakmaking trade, and 
he expressed hope that this enterprise would bear 
good fruit in the future. Next after him Mr. Robin
son, organizer of the AFL, addressed the convention 
and gave valuable advice as to the way of forming 
an international union.

The first point was next taken up. The delegates 
of the Philadelphia Protective Union reported that 
they were instructed in favor of an International 
Union. United Brotherhood of Cloakmakers of New 
York reported that they numbered from three to 
four thousand members in good standing, and that 
they were instructed in favor of an international
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taneous uprising, demonstrated the power of organization by 
striking the shirtwaist industry. Jewish and Italian immigrant 
girls showed that neither sex nor national origin could affect 
unity of purpose. Then in July 1910, the predominantly male 
cloakmakers’ union, after months of careful planning, marched 
its members out of the shops. When that walkout ended in 
September 1910, the right of garment workers to be repre
sented by the ILGWU and the obligation of the employers to 
deal with it had been established on a permanent basis.





Falk la ike Fieaent
A chronicle o f  ILGWU events tracing its major campaigns, its significant 
achievements and the efforts through which it has gained its present out
standing position.

1907

________ ____ _______________ t United
Brotherhood Union fib 2.
SEPTEMBER 1. Chicago cloakmakers strike Beifeid.

1900
MARCH 11. N. Y. cloakmakers issue eoorention call. 
JUNE 5. 11 delegates representing 7 cloak locale in 4 
cities form International Ladies' Garment Workers’ 
Union.
JUNE 25. American Federation of Labor charters 
ILGWU.
JULY 2. ILGWU General Executive Board holds first

1901
JULY. ILGWU charters Waistmakera’ Local 12.

1903

1904

1906

s shop” rejected by union. Injunction ends 
out.
I 1. Under pact woo w_—pers’ aid. New York amt-,-----free sewing machines in their shops

1908
debrew Ti

1909
OCTOBER 29. Triangle Waist Co.ive association.

I 27. Shirt waistmakera strike Triangle
1913

JANUARY IS. Waist 
JANUARY 22. Theodore

1914







JANUARY IS. U S ley, Georgia case
JANUARY. Gerec tion, suspends. 
FEBRUARY. PUn

MARCH

19. 24 garment workers killed in 
i N. Y. C.
, ILGWU Label Department form 
BER 1. First ILGWU Scholarahi;

SEPTEMBER 4. Undergarme ILGWU fire warden plan. 
NOVEMBER 17. ILGWU GEB :

IWSUBEL
JHHUWE

FEBRUARY 26. Announce to Workmen’s Circle Aged 
MARCH 4. II million annua 
MARCH 10. Anti-trust indl jeopardizes basic union con 
MAY 10. 30 million readers 
firjt label advertisement.

FEBRUARY 4. Unanimouŝ Court of Appeals upholds ILGWU refusal to deal With former union officer 
changing to employer side.
APRIL 11. Pres. Dubinsky urges Cmijressional com- 
MAY 1. ILGWU membership at 462,017 peak.
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But whether as producers or as con
sumers, our members look for the 
ILGWU union label in their apparel. 
For them it is not only the mark of 
well-made, well-styled clothing; it is, 
above all else, the symbol of decency, 
fair labor standards and the American 
way of life.

By and Fob...

winners
the cycle of fabric as it enters the sewing machine as cut 
parts and leaves the retailer, ultimately, as a purchased 
garment.
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