Colorado 90 Years Ago 

Chaos and Controversy Followed the ‘Ludlow Massacre’

Tuesday, April 20 marks the 90th anniversary of the “Ludlow Massacre.” Most historical accounts focus on the bitter labor dispute between coal miners and operators that led up to the fierce skirmish in coalfields of southern Colorado. Here author Kirk Hallahan recounts key events that followed “Bloody Ludlow” and shaped how the battle is remembered today. Hallahan is an associate professor of journalism and technical communication at Colorado State University, Fort Collins.  He is now completing a book on John D. Rockefeller Jr.’s response to the 1913-14 Colorado coal strike.  E-mail: kirk.hallahan@colostate.edu
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Ninety years ago this month, in April 1914, Coloradans reeled from one of the most violent and controversial events in the state’s history – the infamous “Ludlow Massacre” on a now-abandoned field 12 miles north of Trinidad.


The dispute had begun in 1913 when the United MineWorkers of America District 15, headquartered in Denver and Trinidad, renewed its efforts to unionize the 14,000 poor and mostly immigrant miners in the then-bountiful coalfields of southern Colorado between Walsenburg and Trinidad.


When a walkout was called in September 1913, striking miners were evicted from their rented homes in the company towns scattered throughout the mining district and forced to relocate their families and possessions into nearby union-operated tent colonies.  


Violence soon erupted, and the state militia was deployed to maintain order. But because of a lack of state funds, only two small companies of militiamen remained on active duty by April 20, 1914, when a fierce gun battle broke out.  The skirmish pitted 35 militiamen in Colorado National Guard Company B against 200 armed miners in the tent colony at Ludlow.

Not Really a ‘Massacre’

Accounts differ about which side fired the first shot and what happened -- it all depends on who tells the story.  But by the end of the all-day battle one fact was clear: Seven militiamen and strikers and an 11-year-old boy had been shot and killed.

“Massacre” actually is a misnomer. The real tragedy that galvanized public opinion 90 years ago was the asphyxiation of two women and 11 children who had hidden in an underground earthen pit to avoid the crossfire. The innocent victims had covered the pit with a mattress and apparently suffocated after the tent colony was set ablaze.

            Colorado became a virtual war zone in the 10 days that followed. Armed fighting erupted statewide. Vigilantes destroyed many mine properties. “Remember Ludlow,” was their cry.
More than two dozen people were killed.  Countless others were wounded. Rumors and exaggerated stories ran rampant and fueled the lawlessness. One early, errant newspaper report, for example, said that the suffocated victims had been skewered and roasted to death.

State government was powerless to act. Gov. Elias Ammons and others took nearly 10 days to persuade a reluctant President Woodrow Wilson to send in 1,700 federal soldiers to disarm the combatants and restore law and order.  Troops kept the peace in the state’s mine districts for nine moths, until the strike was finally settled in December 1914. Such an occupation had never been undertaken before.       
Press Coverage Shaped Public Perceptions 

Reporters and photographers from Denver swarmed Ludlow and Trinidad to chronicle the devastation, the subsequent fighting, and the funerals of victims. But events in Denver and New York probably did more to define the “Ludlow Massacre” as the event Coloradans remember today.

In Denver, two of the city’s leading newspapers--the Denver Post and Denver Times--provided reasonably balanced newspaper coverage.  However, the Denver Express, a socialist newspaper that featured sensationalized reporting by crusading reporter Don McGregor, stepped up its continuing condemnation of the militia and coal operators. The Express was the first newspaper to label the incident a “massacre.” 

Meanwhile the Rocky Mountain News had sought a settlement of the strike the previous fall under the leadership of its new owner-editor, John C. Shaffer of Chicago. But the local managing editors couldn’t resist sensationalizing the paper’s coverage of the ongoing conflict to attract readers while Shaffer was away in Europe. On April 23, William Chenery’s now-famous editorial titled “The Ludlow Massacre” defined the tragedy for posterity.

The reports about senseless violence and lawlessness outraged most Coloradans. Local residents were mostly unsympathetic to the union and the strikers, but many became incensed about the militia’s brutality. Many citizens were outright embarrassed that the state’s reputation as a civil place was impugned. 

Protests quickly followed.  A group of 600 women from the Women’s Peace Association staged a sit-in in the governor’s office. Two days later, some 5,000 people protested against the militia and the coal operators on the capitol grounds.  

Shrewd Union Advocacy and Inept Coal Company Responses

The UMWA deserves credit for seizing the moment.  Union leaders were instrumental in promoting the idea that Ludlow was a  “massacre” and for ascribing blame for the fiasco to greedy, callous and corrupt coalmine owners. 

The pro-labor protest at the capitol was organized by crusading journalist George Creel and featured a fiery speech by popular union organizer Mary “Mother” Jones.  The “angel of the mine camps” had just been released from incarceration by the state militia n in Trinidad.  

Although the union local generally lacked support in its own state, the UMWA was especially effective in winning sympathy from outside Colorado.

District and national union leaders quickly launched a massive telegram and letter writing campaign pleading for help from government officials. The union also marshaled political involvement and financial support from UMWA locals and other unions across the country.     

Walter H. Fink, a publicist for District 15 during the strike, skillfully supplied information about the victims in a nationwide publicity program. He also hastily produced an inexpensive booklet titled The Ludlow Massacre that recounted events from a pro-labor perspective. Advertisements in union publications helped guarantee a nationwide circulation.  

Meanwhile, the coal operators in Denver were virtually silent as the union was free to define the controversy.  

At the outset of the strike, the state’s 170 coal companies had organized a three-person committee representing the state’s largest coal operators to coordinate the industry’s response. The committee’s leaders adamantly opposed union recognition. 

The mine operators’ initial responses to Ludlow were to seek the sympathetic support of Denver’s major business leaders and to organize an advertising boycott against the Rocky Mountain News and Denver Express. Their naïve retaliation against all the negative publicity quickly failed -- and proved a promotional boon for the papers.  

Burden of Explanation Fell to Rockefeller

 
The burden of telling the coal operators’ side of the story quickly fell to a most unlikely source -- John D. Rockefeller, Jr. in New York. 

The Rockefellers owned a 40 percent, non-controlling interest in the Colorado Fuel and Iron Company, the state’s largest coal operator. Their investment was made as a favor to financier George Gould during a proxy fight in 1903.  The Rockefellers actually wanted out of the investment as soon as they could recoup the losses they had incurred.

Although he was a CF&I director, the son of Standard Oil’s founder had paid little attention to the company and relied heavily on local managers Lamont M. Bowers and Jesse F. Welborn. He had not been in Colorado for more than a decade.

The UWMA quickly recognized that Rockefeller was an easy, attractive target.  Union leaders quickly singled out the son and the father as rich, greedy, absentee owners and painted them as responsible for the entire affair—including the death of innocent women and children. 

Obviously neither Rockefeller had any direct responsibility. Indeed, the Rockefeller family’s ownership of CF&I had been rarely mentioned during the strike. Yet attacks on Rockefeller began almost immediately after Ludlow -- and were abetted by JDR Jr.’s own missteps the following week. 

Rockefeller had monitored the daily telegraphic dispatches in New York and queried local managers several times whether any of the company’s employees were victims of the violence. Ironically, no CF&I employee was hurt--but critics nevertheless blamed Rockefeller. 
But Rockefeller flatly refused to intercede with the coal operators when an emissary of President Wilson visited him. Rockefeller told Congressman Martin Foster that, consistent with the family’s long-standing practice, decisions about labor issues and related matters were to be left to the managers in Denver.  

Rockefeller had testified before Congress earlier in the month that he favored the open shop and opposed forcing workers to join a union.  He had absolved himself of any responsibility for the strike in Colorado, stating, “My conscience will acquit me.”

Rockefeller’s words would haunt him when press reports were published about his refusal to intercede.  Newspaper editorial writers, clergymen, and members of Congress chastised the young Rockefeller for being unsympathetic, uncaring and unpatriotic. Rockefeller attempted to defend his position, but his press statements had little effect on public opinion. 

Thus, the responsibility for Ludlow shifted from the entire Colorado coal industry to one—albeit prominent—investor.

Historians can only speculate whether the ‘Ludlow Massacre’ would be such a celebrated event if it had not been for the effectiveness of the union in promoting its cause and bumbled manner in which the coal operators and John D. Rockefeller Jr. initially responded. If events not followed the course they did, the incident might have been forgotten altogether.  Or we might be observing the anniversary of the “Ludlow Blaze” or the “Ludlow Suffocation.”
