
THE FIRST MAYDAY

On 1 May 1886, 800,000 workers from all trades and
factories throughout the US went on strike in support of the
eight-hour work day. In Chicago, a stronghold of immigrant
labour and anarchists, 300,000 workers struck and marched
through the city streets in a huge display of proletarian power.
Before the Chicago May Day strike action began, the ineiiage
ment at McCormick Machine Co. (now International Harvester)
had locked out 1500 workers over a wage dispute. On 3 May,
when pickets attempted to prevent blackleg labour entering the
plant, the Chicago police opened fire on the workers, killing
four and wounding many more. Outraged at this act ol nukeil
aggression, radical newspapers called for armed |'t}SlSlilll(It!
against the bloodthirsty Chicago police, and a protest rally was
called for the following day (4 May) at Haymarket Sgiiuie.
Speeches condemning police violence and capitalist oppii.-ssioii
were given by three leading anarchists: Parsons, Spies illlti
Fielden. As the meeting came to an end, 200 police lIl()Vt?ti in
on the crowd. Suddenly, a bomb was thrown and CX|)|()(|t.'t| in
the midst of the police, who immediately opened fire on the
assembled workers. Several police and many workers were
killed.

In the hysterical aftermath of the Haymarket |lilt_|t.'tiV
five anarchists were convicted and sentenced to hung hy il
specially constituted tribunal. On 11 November, Black I iiiltiy,
it murdered Parsons, Spies, Fischer and Engels. Ling Ii.-iil tltbllt
mitted suicide the previous day. They were later shown In |li'lVl!
had nothing to do with the bombings.

On 14 July 1889, on the hundredth anniversary ol l&.isiilli.-
Day, an American AFL delegate attending the lnieriiiiiinnel
Labour Congress in Paris proposed that 1 May he (liiitililily
adopted as a workersô holiday. This motion was llllilllillltilltiiy
approved and since then May Day has served as zi liilllf ltil
international working class solidarity.

These speeches, delivered between 1985 and lllltl hy
anarchist agitator \/oltairine de Cleyre, eloquently l!X|lIt?';!; the
mood of US labour militants and confirm the lest wniil~. til
Spies: óThere will come a time when our silence lroin the gi.ivi-
will be more powerful than the voices you strangle tn<liiyl'
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T0-NIGHT, at 7.30 oôc1ock,
HAYMABKET, lllllllllllllll St, Bit. lltslllaiiiis aiiil Halstiiil.
Good Speakers will be present to denounce the latest

atrocious act of the police. the shooting of our
fellow-workmen yesterday afternoon.

Wiiiliingmen Aim Yiiurseliies anil Aiiiieai in Full Force!
THE EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE.

Qlttitung, Qltheitcrl
$JIult'euèÄlóècriumttrlurrg

Quite Qlberrb, 218 llbr, uni butt
J3elmrwft 21f;ó;ô.óI.ó.t.ó:óÄ?2ô.Á.%ó;;.tió;óÄ!;.".".;f

@0lutc Ultól)lltóI' tuerbert óoen ttcttefteii @d)urfertfi1'ióidi DHó ólivliitvi.
iitbem fie gejtcrii Eliedititittog iittlcre Qzlriibcr e1'ld)ol5, QúlBtólll.

fþrhcitcr. liemittiitct (tutti unit eridicint ututlcntiuitt
was (Ä3gec1rtiv=(5.omitc.

Introduction Paul Avrich

The Haymarket affair, one of the most famous incidents in the
history of the anarchist movement, began on 3 May 1886, when the
Chicago police fired into a crowd of strikers at the McCormick
Reaper Works, killing and wounding several men. The following
evening, the anarchists held a protest meeting near Haymarket
Square. Towards the end of the meeting, which had proceeded
without incident, rain began to fall and the crowd started to disperse.
The last speaker, Samuel Fielden, was concluding his address when a
contingent of police marched in and ordered the meeting to be closed
Fielden objected that the gathering was peaceful and that he was just
finishing up. The police captain insisted. At that moment a bomb was
thrown. One policeman was killed and nearly seventy were injured,
six of whom later died. The police opened fire on the crowd, killing
at least four persons and wounding many more.

Who threw the bomb has never been determined. What is certain,
however, is that the eight men who were brought to trial; Albert
Parsons, August Spies, George Engel, Adolph Fischer, Louis Lingg,
Samuel Fielden, Oscar Neebe, and Michael Schwab, were not
responsible. Six of them, in fact, were not even present when the
explosion occurred, and the other two were demonstrably innocent
of throwing the bomb. Moreover, no evidence was produced to
connect the defendants with the bombthrower. Yet all eight were
found guilty; seven were condemned to death and one (Neebe) to
fifteen years in jail (the sentences of Schwab and Fielden were
afterwards commuted to life imprisonment). The verdict was the
product of perjured testimony, a packed jury, a biased judge, and
public hysteria. On 10 November 1887, Lingg committed suicide in
his cell with a cigar-shaped explosive smuggled to him by a fellow
anarchist, Dyer D. Lum. The following day, 11 November, Parsons,
Spies, Engel, and Fischer were hanged.

The five Chicago anarchists became martyrs. Their pictures were
displayed at anarchist meetings; every year, 11 November was
observed in their honor; and the last words of Parsons and Spies -ð
óLet the voice of the people be heard!ô and óThe time will come when
our silence will be more powerful than the voices you strangle today!
ð Were often quoted in anarchist speeches and writings. Six years
later, in 1893, the imprisoned men; Fielden, Neebe, and Schwab,
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were pardoned by Governor John P. Altgeld, who criticised the judge
for conducting the trial ówith malicious ferocityô and found that the
evidence had not shown that any of the eight anarchists were
involved in the bombing.

The Haymarket affair ð the unfairness of the trial, the savagery of
the sentences, the character and bearing of the defendants ð fired the
imagination of many young idealists and won more than a few to the
anarchist cause. Among them was Voltairine de Cleyre (1866-1912),
a talented writer and speaker, whom Emma Goldman called óthe
greatest woman Anarchist of Americaô. The fate of the Chicago
anarchists haunted Voltairine de Cleyreôs life. Nearly every
November, from 1895 on, she delivered a memorial oration to her
fallen comrades. Despite some inevitable repetition, they were among
the most powerful speeches of her career, written with painstaking
care and delivered with an intensity of feeling that moved her
audiences profoundly. Most of the speeches were delivered in
Chicó go, the scene of the Haymarket episode, but she also spoke in
Boston, New York, Philadelphia, and Detroit. Owing to illness, she
does not seem to have spoken from 1902 through 1905. Of her dozen
or so Haymarket addresses, I have been able to locate eight. Six of
these appeared in various anarchist journals, while two apparently
were never published (unfortunately, I have not been able to find her
1908 oration, which she considered her best to that date). Together
they constitute a classic of anarchist literature, a remarkable group
of essays on the theme which dominated her life.

New York City
November 11, 1979
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The fruit of the sacrifice Delivered in Boston, 17 November
1895. Published in The Rebel
(Boston), 30 November 1895.

Eight times has our Mother Earth bared her scarred breast to the
bitter blast ð- eight times laid naked this unhealing wound whence
blood still issues, this deep gash near her heart wherein they thrust
her murdered childrenôs bodies ð the grave at Waldheim.

Eight weary years have the women wept, and the orphaned
children placed upon their fathersô tomb their wreaths of tear-Wet
flowers.

Eight slumbrous years has the powerful silence lain upon those lips
that, living, never unclosed save to utter defiance to the tyrant that
strangled but could not subdue.

Eight solemn years has the sweet, dead voice that filled the gloomy ô
corridors of Cook County Jail with the tender song of undying love,
on the last night that it ever sang, been echoing over the worldl. Far,
far beyond the black wall of the prison, borne on invisible wings, up,
high into the garrets, and down, low, into the cellars of the world,
floats the swan-song of death, till from out of the night of the peop1eôs
sorrow, in near and far-off lands, the unknown voices waken and sing
ð- Annie Laurie.

Eight rain-breathôd springs have the graves grown green, eight
withering eutihiihe turned old and white, and the immortal seed lain
germinating in the furrow. For you, Grinnells and Garys of the world
who for eight blasting years have borne upon your brows the
burning brand of Cain, for you ð- the earthquake, for us, liberty.

Oh, there are so many things to gather from this grave, upon
whose sodden grass the scarlet leaves whirl, and scatter -ð whipped in
the November wind, flying in the faces of the thousands gathered
there, even as the words of the dead men whirl and scatter, scarlet
flaming, lighting blazes in the hearts they touch.

What shall we gather, comrades? What thought shall we bear away
to serve us in another year of struggle for that cause to us most dearó?
What is the most priceless lesson we can learn from the martyrdom of
Parsons, Fischer, Engel, Lingg, and Spies?

For the saddest thing to me in all these commemorations is that
the most of us only drop the tears of regret, only say, óAh, they took
away the best of our comrades ð and there are none to fill their
placesô. The idea of incommensurable, irreparable loss, the idea that
whatever good came from the agitation created was bought far too
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