


Haymarket and May Day 
a centennial history 1886-1986
HAYMARKET is one of the most dramatic episodes in the history of the 
labour movement and especially ot the anarchist movement in the United 
States and indeed the world. As well as its immediate impact, it had a 
permanent effect through the establishment of May Day as the inter­
national festival of the labour movement. Its centenary is therefore worth 
marking with a full account of the events and their implications from the 
anarchist point of view.

Social revolutionaries and anarchists
As a result of left-wing opposition to the 
moderate line of the leadership and most 
of the rank-and-file of the socialist or­
ganisations, so-called ‘social revolutionary’ 
organisations began to appear from 1880. 
This development was stimulated by the 
International Social Revolutionary Con-

A’nerican labour before 1886
The situation which eventually led to the 
Haymarket affair was the result of three 
main factors - the rapid industrialisation 
of the United States after the mid­
nineteenth century, accompanied by a 
great increase in the wealth and power of 
the capitalist class; the parallel increase in 
the size and poverty of the working class; 
and the continuous polarisation and in­
tensification of the struggle between the 
two classes, in the context of the tradition 
of hysteria and violence in American 
public life.

The industrialisation of the United 
States on a large scale began after the 
Civil War of 1861-1865. The growth of 
industry led to the accumulation of huge 
fortunes by a few and the extension of 
working discipline to the many, and this 
led to the beginning of a labour move­
ment on the pattern of Western Europe, 
fed by growing immigration. From the 
start both American capitalism and 
American trade unionism were particular­
ly extreme in their methods, the two 
sides resorting to violence including 
assassination in many industrial conflicts 
all over the country. At the same time 
there was a strong tradition of secrecy 
and conspiracy on both sides, and the 
great capitalist trusts were matched by 
clandestine labour organisations — thus 
the first large American trade union (the 
Knights of Labor, formed in 1869) 
opeiai?d underground for several years.

The already bitter class struggle was 
considerably embittered by the great 
trade depression of 1873-1879, which 
involved bankruptcies, wage reductions, 
unemployment, lock-outs, homelessness 
and starvation, the response being strikes, 
demonstrations, riots and murders. There 
was a long tradition of utopian or com­
munitarian socialism in the United States, 
but revolutionary socialism on the Euro­
pean pattern came relatively late. The 
trade union movement showed even less 
interest in politics than it did in Britain, 
and the International Working Men’s 
Association (the First International) had 
little support, even after the General

Council was moved to New York in 
1872 to keep it out of the hands of the 
anti-authoritarians.

But during the crisis of the mid-1870s 
the first significant socialist organisation 
in the United States was founded as the 
Social Democratic Working Men’s Party 
in 1874, and in 1876 it joined the rem­
nants of the IWMA and other socialist 
bodies to form the Working Men’s Party. 
This was deeply divided by conflicts 
between reformists and revolutionaries, 
advocates of trade union action and of 
electoral political action, English-speakers 
and German-speakers, and so on, but it 
played an important part in the growing 
agitation.

In 1877 a rail strike in the East spread 
across the rest of the country and also 
into other industries, becoming known as 
the Great Strike, and involving major 
riots which became pitched battles be­
tween strikes and demonstrators on one 
side and police and soldiers on the other. 
Although the strikes were eventually 
broken, the broad movement was 
strengthened. The WMP increased in size 
and activity and became the Socialistic 
Labor Party. >

The SLP was equally divided by the 
old conflicts. In particular there were 
angry controversies over cooperation with 
other political parties and over armed 
struggle. From 1878 many socialists 
favoured not only political action but 
also electoral alliances with other parties, 
especially the liberal Greenback Party, 
and the SLP was involved in fighting 
elections at all levels. But it achieved little 
success, often being cheated out o^ what 
success it had, and from 1880 there was 
increasing disillusion with such activity. 
From 1875 some socialists reacted to the 
violent methods of the bosses and the 
authorities by forming armed clubs, in­
volving drilling and shooting practice, and 
open displays of weapons on demonstra­
tions. In 1879 this was made illegal in 
Illinois, and the socialist organisations 
officially accepted the ban, but many 
members continued to support armed 
struggle in theory and also in practice.

gress in London in July 1881, which was 
attended mainly by European anarchists 
but also by several American socialists, 
and which supported the policy of ‘pro­
paganda by deed’ and tried in vain to re­
vive the International. This was followed 
by a Social Revolutionary Congress in 
Chicago in October 1881, which led to 
the formation of the Revolutionary So­
cialist Party. At the same time a short­
lived International Workmen’s Association 
(the ‘Red International’) was formed in 
the West in 1881 by Burnette G. Haskell, 
an eccentric revolutionary socialist; one 
of its secretaries was William C. Owen, a 
British journalist.in California, who was 
later active in the anarchist movement 
both in the United States and in Britain 
(where he worked for Freedom). The 
final stimulus came at the end of 1882, 
when Johann Most, the German revolu­
tionary socialist who had moved towards 
anarchism and produced Die Freiheit in 
London for several years, emigrated to 
the United States and transferred Die 
Freiheit to New York.

A special unifying Congress of the 
Socialists of North America was held in 
Pittsburgh in October 1883.This accepted 
what was known as ‘the Chicago idea’, a 
revolutionary trade unionism which an­
ticipated the later revolutionary syn­
dicalism of Europe and the Industrial 
Workers* of the World of America, and it 
adopted the Pittsburgh Manifesto, mainly 
drafted by Most, which called for revolu­
tionary libertarian socialism — a combina­
tion of Marxist economics and Bakuninist 
politics. The RSP was re-formed as the 
International Working People’s Associa­
tion (the ‘Black International’) which be­
came in effect a militant anarchist socialist 
party.

This drift towards revolutionary and 
libertarian socialism coincided with a new 
trade depression of 1883-1886, which 
resembled that of the previous decade. 
This time militant trade unionists began 
to break away from the established labour 
organisations, especially in Chicago, where 
in 1884 they seceded from the Amalga­
mated Trades and Labor Assembly and 
formed a revolutionary Central Labor
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The Haymarket bomb, 4 May 1886 (as portrayed in Harper’s Weekly).

Union, which was closely associated with 
the IWPA. The class struggle was particu­
larly polarised in Chicago, the bosses and 
authorities using Pinkerton agents, police 
and soldiers to attack rebellious workers, 
frequently killing them. A notoriously 
brutal policeman was John Bonfield, 
whom the liberal mayor Carter Harrison 
tried to dismiss for his activities but who 
was instead promoted.

By the end of 1885 the IWPA had 
about 100 branches and 5,000 members 
all over the country. The majority were 
immigrants, especially from Germany, 
and the main concentrations of member­
ship were in New York and Chicago. 
Although the best-known leader was Most 
in New York, the most active sections 
were in Chicago, where the main figures 
were Albert Parsons and August Spies, 
who dominated the English-speaking and 
German-speaking sections respectively 
and edited their papers the Alarm and the 
Arbeit er-Zeitung. They were both veteran 
socialists who had taken a leading part in 
electoral politics and trade union activity 
and had become convinced anarchists. 
Other leading figures in the English- 
speaking American Group were Samuel 
Fielden and William Holmes (both from 
Britain), Dyer D. Lum and James D. 
Taylor, and several women including 
Lucy Parsons (Parsons’s black wife), 
Lizzie Holmes and Sarah Ames. Other 
leading figures in the German Group were 
Michael. Schwab, Oscar Neebe and Ru­
dolph Schnaubelt. The latter also had a 
more militant faction, the Autonomists, 
which favoured terrorism and was led by 
George Engel and Adolph Fischer; and 
there were independent advocates of 
terrorism such as Louis Lingg and William 
Seliger.

The cult of violence on both sides 
went to remarkable extremes. The bosses 

and the authorities, with the enthusiastic 
support of the press, encouraged a vigilan- 
tist mentality involving a virtual lynch 
law. The revolutionary socialists and mili­
tant trade unionists responded by turning 
from violence as a means of defence to 
violence as a means of attack, and moved 
on to the use of terrorism by explosives. 
The best-known advocate of such methods 
was Most, and in July 1885 he published 
a standard work on the subject - Revolu­
tionary War Science: A Little Handbook 
of Instruction in the Use and Preparation 
of Nitroglycerine, Dynamite, Guncotton, 
Fulminating Mercury, Bombs, Fuses, 
Poisons, &c, &c. This was widely circu­
lated and serialised, and its concluding 
message was taken literally: ‘Proletarians 
of all countries, arm yourselves! Arm 
yourselves by whatever means you can. 
The hour of battle is near.’

Virtually all the leaders of the anar­
chist and syndicalist organisations took 
the same line, especially in Chicago, and 
even those who — like Most — never took 
part in violence themselves were closely 
involved in encouraging those who did 
take part. The approval of violence was 
expressed in very provocative ways, on a 
personal as well as a political level. On 15 
November 1884 C. S. Griffin wrote an 
article in the Alarm ending: ‘Assassina­
tion ’ properly applied is wise, just, 
humane, and brave. For freedom all ■4". '
things are just.’ On 21 February 1885 
Gerhard Lizius wrote a letter in the 
Alarm beginning: ‘Dynamite! Of all the 
good stuff, this is the stuff.’ On 7 May 
1885 the Chicago Tribune reported a 
speech by Lucy Parsons, including a 
passage which became famous: ‘Let every 
dirty, lousy tramp arm himself with a 
revolver or knife, and lay in wait on the 
steps of the palaces of the rich and stab 
or shoot the owners as they come out.

Let us kill them without mercy, and let it 
be a war of extermination and without 
pity.’

The eight-hour day and May Day
Thus the scene was set by the widening 
and deepening class struggle and the 
mutual extremism of both sides; but Hay­
market was actually precipitated by the 
relatively moderate demand for the eight- 
hour day. Campaigns for shorter working 
hours began in the United States during 
the industrialisation of the late 1860s, 
and led to several Federal and State laws. 
But such laws had little effect, being 
generally ignored or evaded, and the 
average working week remained six ten- 
hour days (50 per cent more than the 
average today), and many workers spent 
up to 90 hours a week in their jobs. During 
the early 1880s the trade union move­
ment therefore decided to campaign for 
more effective action to win a real eight- 
hour day.

A congress of the non-socialist Federa­
tion of Organised Trades and Labor 
Unions held in Chicago in November 
1884 proposed that the eight-hour day 
should become the legal working day and 
that it should be imposed by direct 
action by the workers. At the sugges­
tion of Gabriel Edmonston, a delegate 
from Washington DC, it was agreed 
that this should take effect from 1 May 
1886. Here it is necessary to consider 
the traditional significance of this particu­
lar day.

May Day began as one of the spring 
festivals of the pagan world. Maia (a word 
cognate with and originally meaning 
mother) was a deity in classical Greece 
and Rome. In Greek mythology she was a 
daughter of Atlas and the mother of 
Hermes; but in Roman religion she was a 
spring goddess who gave her name to the 
month we still call May. The associated 
festival — the Floralia or Florales — was 
one of the traditional vegetation rituals of 
ancient Europe, versions appearing in 
every country at every age, surviving in 
many places into our own time. In Rome 
it was a festival of flowers and fun (cele­
brated. according to Ovid, in a highly in­
decent way), and everywhere it was a 
cheerful celebration of youth and joy at 
the coming of summer.

May Day continued into the Christian 
era, despite the opposition of all the 
churches and attempts to absorb it into 
Pentecost (known in England as Whitsun­
day). In England it was a day for young 
men and women to go ‘tnaying’, wel­
coming the dawn with May-songs and 
May-games, presided over by a Queen and 
King of the May, or a May Lady and May 
Lord, or a May Bride and May Groom, all 
decorated with symbolic May-flowers or 
May-wreaths, May-garlands or May-bushes, 
drinking from a May-bowl or May-cup, 
dancing round a suggestive May-pole, and
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Attention Workingmen!

Good Speakers will be present to denounce the latest 
atrocious act of the police, the shooting of our 

fellow-workmen yesterday afternoon.

Workingmen Arm Yourselves and Appear in Full Force!
THE EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE.
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performing mock marriages and other 
rituals. Christians and others in authority 
might disapprove, but young people in­
sisted on getting up at dawn to enjoy 
themselves year after year.

May Day was mixed up with the 
Germanic festival of Walpurgis and the 
Celtic festival of Beltane, when witches 
flew and fires were lit; but the main 
tradition for more than two thousand 
years remained one of youthful innocence 
and renewed fertility, with obvious femi­
nist overtones, and there was little effec­
tive interference from the religious or 
social establishment. The festival survived 
long after its supernatural connections 
had faded away, and it remained a vir­
tually non-religious ceremony marking 
the annual reunion of Humanity with 
Nature and the rebirth of love and life.

May Day would therefore have been a 
highly suitable occasion for festivity in 
the great secular movements of the past 
couple of centuries, and the strange thing 
is perhaps that it took so long for the 
connection to be made. In the French 
Revolution it was indeed proposed as a 
feast of Love or Nature, but this wasn’t 
put into practice; though the appropriate 
month in the exquisite new Revolutionary 
Calendar invented by Fabre d’Eglantine 
in 1793 was called Floreal.

Later the British utopian socialists 
sometimes gave it special significance, but 

this never lasted. When William Benbow 
made his imaginative proposal for a 
Grand National Holiday in 1832 to estab­
lish the New Order, he suggested no par­
ticular date; but when Robert Owen 
announced the New Moral World in 1833, 
he suggested that it should begin on 1 
May 1834. However, the date passed and 
was forgotten, as the Grand National 
Consolidated Trades Union, the first mass 
working-class movement in the world, fell 
apart in ruins. The date was next seriously 
announced half a century later and several 
thousand miles to the West.

In several parts of North America May 
Day was called Moving Day, being a con­
ventional day to move house or change 
jobs, a.id several of die laws for siiorter 
working hours came into effect on 1 May. 
But the connections between the tradi­
tional May Day and Moving Day or 
between Moving Day and the modern 
May Day have never been conclusively 
established.

The proposal to impose the eight- 
hour day by direct action on 1 May 
1886 was repeated in 1885,and began to 
spread throughout the American labour 
movement, originally in the moderate 
unions and parties but eventually in the 
militant ones too. For some time the 
revolutionary socialists and anarchists 
opposed what they considered to oe a 
reformist demand, and the IWPA and

CLU held back from the growing cam­
paign until the beginning of 1886, when, 
it became so large and so serious that 
they felt it was better to join and advocate 
a more radical view of working hours 
from within rather than from outside. 
Even then they always saw it only as a 
transitional demand, and insisted on the 
need both to take it by force and also to 
go beyond it to more revolutionary 
action altogether. Typically Albert 
Parsons, who had supported the eight-hour 
day during his moderate socialist period 
in 1878, attacked it in 1885, but sup­
ported it again in 1886. Yet although the 
anarchist support for the campaign was 
delayed and limited, it was enthusiastic 
and energetic, and in Chicago the IWPA 
and CLU took over the leadership and 
organisation several months before the 
fatal date.

Haymarket and the Red Scare
On 1 May 1886, a Saturday, there were 
strikes and demonstrations across the 
United States, involving hundreds of 
thousands of workers. In Chicago about 
40,000 people went out on strike, and 
there were marches and meetings all day, 
the largest being those organised by the 
IWPA and CLU. But there were no serious 
incidents, and the next day, a Sunday, 
was relatively calm.

Real trouble began on the following 
day, a Monday, especially at the Mc­
Cormick Reaper Works, where there had 
been an anti-union lock-out since Febru­
ary, and where Pinkertons and police 
were protecting scab workers from the 
sacked strikers. At the end of the working 
day on 3 May, there was a pitched battle, 
during which the police deliberately fired 
revolvers into the crowd, killing at least 
two people and injuring many more. 
After witnessing the carnage, August 
Spies produced a bilingual leaflet calling 
for revenge. During the evening this was 
widely distributed, and at the same time 
the militant leaders decided to hold a 
protest meeting the next evening in the 
large Haymarket square.

On the morning of 4 May Adolph 
Fischer produced a bilingual leaflet 
calling the meeting; a line calling for 
workers to come armed was later deleted, 
but some copies of the original version 
were circulated. During the day the 
atmosphere remained tense, and there 
were running battles in several places. The 
evening meeting began late, and it was so 
badly attended that the organisers moved 
the few hundred people present around 
the corner into Desplaines Street; so the 
Haymarket tragedy ironically . didn’t 
happen in Haymarket at all — or of 
course on May Day.

Tne meeting was completely peaceful 
fr m beginning to end. Despite the leaf­
lets, few people came armed, and the 
speakers — Spies, Parsons and Samuel
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Fielden — all explicitly discouraged 
violence, despite their eloquent indigna­
tion about the recent events. Mayor 
Harrison, who sincerely believed both in 
free speech and in public order, was 
present until near the end, when he went 
to the nearest police station to say that 
the meeting was quiet, and then went 
home. The crowd began to leave while 
Fielden was finishing his speech, after 
10.00 pm, and only a couple of hundred 
people were left when the meeting was 
suddenly confronted by an equally large 
contingent of armed policemen led by 
Bonfield.

There was never any serious doubt 
that the violence at Haymarket was 
planned, provoked, and largely perpe­
trated by the police, even though it didn’t 
go quite as they had intended. The 
meeting was ordered to disperse, and the 
police prepared to charge, when without 
warning a single dynamite bomb was 
thrown into their ranks, the explosion 
killing one policeman and wounding 
several others. The police immediately 
responded by firing their revolvers into 
the crowd. In the confusion, seven police­
men were killed and about sixty injured, 
mostly by their own bullets, and about 
the same number of civilians were killed 
and injured by the police.

No one was ever caught or tried for 
throwing the bomb, or has ever been 
conclusively identified as doing so.Indeed 
after a. century it is still completely un­
certain who was responsible, and the true 
answer will probably never be known. 
The right immediately suspected an anar­
chist, and the left immediately suspected 
an agent-provocateur, but neither side 
could find any direct evidence either way. 
The man who was named at the time, 
Rudolph Schnaubelt, was present at the 
Haymarket meeting, was among the many 
arrested and released soon afterwards 
before any charges were brought, and fled 
to Canada, to England, and then to 
Argentina, where he lived for several 
decades. Frank Harris’s journalistic novel 
about the case, The Bcrmb (1908), re­
peated the accusation against him, but all 
that anyone could prove was the circum­
stantial evidence of his presence and 
flight. Several leading anarchists,including 
some closely involved at the time, always 
insisted that the bomber was not Schnau­
belt but another anarchist who also fled; 
the likeliest candidate, who was named 
publicly half a century later, seems to be 
one of the German Autonomists, George 
Schwab (no relation to Michael), who 
also escaped from the scene and survived 
for several decades.

But the important point is not so 
much that the bomber was never identi­
fied as that the identity of the bomber 
was irrelevant to what happened after 
Haymarket. What happened was the first 
Red Scare in American history — though

by no means the last, the experience 
being repeated at the time of the assassina­
tion of President McKinley in 1901 and 
during the IWW movement before the 
First World War, at the time of the 
Russian Revolution after the First World 
War*(when Emma Goldman and Alexander 
Berkman were deported and Sacco and 
Vanzetti were framed), and again during 
the Cold AV ar after the Second World War 
(when the McCarthyist movement led to 
Hiss being framed and the Rosenbergs 
being judicially murdered).

A White Terror seized the United 
States, and especially Chicago. The press 
and politicians reached new heights of 
hysteria, the business community raised 
large sums of money, and the police made 
hundreds of raids and arrests,especially of 
people who were anarchists or foreigners 
or both. Civil liberties were virtually sus­
pended for two months, and although 
nearly everyone arrested was quickly 
released, the atmosphere was that of a 
town in the American West or South 
dominated by a posse or lynch mob. The 
scene was set for a show trial and a purge 
of the revolutionary left.

Rudolph Schnaubelt.

The martyrdom
During the next eighteen months a small 
group of anarchists were turned into the 
Chicago Martyrs. On 27 May a grand jury 
indicted ten people for the murder of the 
one policeman known to have been killed 
by the bomb — Albert Parsons, August 
Spies, Michael Schwab, Samuel Fielden, 
George Engel, Adolph Fischer, Oscar 
Neebe, Louis Lingg, William Seliger, and 
Rudolph Schnaubelt. Parsons was the 
only fully native American; Fielden came 
from England (Todmorden, on the 
Yorkshire-Lancashire border); Neebe, 
though born in New York, spent his 
childhood in Germany; all the rest were 
German immigrants. Schnaubelt was

never caught, and Seliger gave evidence 
for the prosecution; the eight who were 
eventually put on trial were the vulnerable 
hard core of anarchist leadership in the 
Chicago labour movement, and they were 
now deliberately framed for murder and 
most of them murdered in revenge. If 
Most had ventured near Chicago he would 
undoubtedly have suffered the same fate; 
as it was, he had already been arrested, 
tried, and imprisoned for a year in New 
York for his inflammatory propaganda 
during the crisis.

The trial lasted for two months, 
beginning on 21 June. Parsons, who had 
managed to escape arrest,joined his com­
rades on the first day, voluntarily risking 
and eventually losing his life out of soli­
darity. The judge, Joseph E. Gary, was 
openly prejudiced against the defendants 
from beginning to end. The jury was 
openly packed. Much of the prosecution 
testimony was obviously perjured, but 
even then there was no convincing evi­
dence linking any of the defendants 
directly or indirectly with the bomb. 
Instead they were accused of being 
accessories to murder on the grounds 
that their political propaganda had in­
cited revolutionary violence and might 
have influenced the unknown bomber. 
On 20 August all eight were found 
guilty of murder and seven were sen­
tenced to death, Neebe being sentenced 
to fifteen years’ imprisonment.

The verdicts and sentences won general 
approval in Chicago and the country at 
large. On 7 October the judge denied a 
request for a re-trial, but then allowed the 
defendants to make long and remarkable 
speeches before confirming their sentences 
on 9 October. On 2 November the defence 
appealed to the Illinois Supreme Court, 
and in the long interval a growing cam­
paign of solidarity began to spread across 
the country and then the world. Non­
anarchist socialists and non-socialist anar­
chists, though repudiating the methods of 
the anarchist socialists, supported the 
cause of the defendants. Liberals, at first 
hostile to both, began to swing in their 
favour as doubts about the trial increased.

The eight defendants remained con­
tinuously active in Cook County Jail, re­
ceiving hundreds of visitors, including 
many outsiders, such as the British 
socialists Eleanor Marx and Edward 
Aveling, who visited the United States in 
autumn 1886 and strongly defended the 
Chicago Martyrs in public on both sides 
of the Atlantic, despite their equally 
strong opposition to anarchism.

On 14 September 1887 the Illinois 
Supreme Court rejected the appeal and 
fixed the executions for 11 November. 
During the few remaining weeks the cam­
paign for reprieve reached its peak. An 
Amnesty Association mobilised respect­
able opinion, getting support from many 
leading Americans, including such labour
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Albert Parsons. August Spies. Adolph Fischer.

leaders as George Schilling and Samual 
Gompers, such ethical leaders as Moncure 
Conway and Felix Adler, such intellectual 
leaders as William Dean Howells and 
Robert G. Ingersoll. Some people on the 
left refused to give their support, sacri­
ficing much of their reputations — 
especially Henry George and Terence 
Powderly — but virtually the whole left, 
including most socialists and radicals, 
joined the campaign, holding meetings 
and demonstrations and sending protests 
and petitions to the end.

On 27 October the defence appealed 
to the United States Supreme Court, 
which ruled on 2 November that it had 
no jurisdiction. Neebe was transferred to 
the Illinois State Prison at Joliet. On 3 
November Ingersoll, who was the best- 
known freethinker in the country but 
neither a socialist nor an anarchist, 
correctly prophesied: ‘After these six or 
seven men have been, in accordance with 
the forms of the law, strangled to death, 
there will be a few pieces of clay, and 
about them will gather a few friends, a 
few admirers — and these pieces will be 
buried, and over the grave will be erected 
a monument, and those who were exe­
cuted as criminals will be remembered by 
thousands as saints.’

A final campaign for clemency was 
directed at the Governor of Illinois. *
Richard J. Oglesby. On 3 November 
appeals to him were made by Fielden, 
Schwab, and Spies - though the latter 
soon withdrew his. Engel, Fischer, and 
Lingg refused to make any communica­
tion at all. Parsons, the least unpopular of 
the defendants because of his American 
origin and his attractive personality, 
could almost certainly have won a re- 
prieve, but he refused to beg for mercy, 
and instead demanded justice, insisting on 
his innocence. On 10 November Lingg 
managed to kill himself with a dynamite 
bomb which had been smuggled into his 
cell by Lum, dying of head injuries after 
six hours. Later that day Oglesby re­
prieved Fielden and Schwab, commuting 
their sentences to life ; they were 
transferred to Joliet on 12 November.

On 11 November 1887, Black Friday, 
an anarchist plan to attempt to free the 
condemned men by force was prevented 
by their own opposition. Their families 
were prevented from visiting them and 
held in custody all day. Just before mid­
day the four men (who all refused the 
services of chaplains) were hanged in the 
jail in the presence of nearly 200 wit­
nesses. Spies said: ‘The time will come 
when our silence will be more powerful 
than the voices you strangle today.’ This 
was universally remembered as the slogan 
of Black Friday. Fischer and Engel said: 
‘Hurrah for anarchy!’ Fischer added: 
‘This is the happiest moment of my life.’ 
Parsons began to speak, but as he said, 
‘Let the voice of the people be heard — ’, 
the will of the people was done. The men 
took several minutes to die of strangula­
tion. A remarkable feature of the case 
was that all eight defendants showed not 
only great courage and dignity at all times 
but also complete purity of personal 
character.

On 13 November the five martyrs were 
buried in the Waldheim cemetery, a few 
miles west of the city. More than 20,000 
people joined the funeral procession, 
more than 200,000 people lined the 
street, and more than 10,000 attended 
the final ceremony. The coffins were all 
decorated in red — black hadn’t yet be­
come the accepted anarchist colour.

Almost at once a profound reaction 
began. Having tasted blood, the estab­
lishment felt shame. The Chicago Martyrs 
were increasingly compared with John 
Brown, whose violent attacks on slave­
owners were punished by his execution in 
1859 but helped to precipitate the Civil 
War and abolish slavery, and whose soul 
goes marching on in popular memory to 
this day. The grave became a popular 
shrine, and on 25 June 1893 a ceremony 
was held to dedicate a large bronze monu­
ment designed by Albert Weinert, with 
Spies’s last words carved on the front.

Then on the next day, 26 June 1893 
the new liberal Governor of Illinois, John 
P. Altgeld (himself born in Germany), 
pardoned and released the three prisoners,

George Engel, 

and at the same time issued a long state­
ment condemning the whole trial — the 
brutality of the police, the behaviour of 
the judge and prosecution, the packing of 
the jury, and the perjury of the witnesses — 
and establishing the innocence of all eight 
defendants. The three survivors took 
some part in politics, but drifted away 
from the anarchist movement.

A monument to the Chicago police­
men killed in the riot was erected in 
Desplaines Street in 1889, but far from 
becoming a shrine it became the target of 
repeated vandalism. It was moved several 
times but still attacked, being blown up 
twice during the campaign against the 
Vietnam War, and finally moved into the 
police headquarters in 1972.

In the United States the general effect 
of Haymarket was to exorcise anarchism 
from the labour movement; but the par­
ticular effect on many individuals was to 
excite or intensify their radical convic­
tions — as in the cases of Emma Goldman, 
Alexander Berkman, Voltairine de Cleyre, 
William D. Haywood - and the final re­
sult was to increase the polarisation of 
the left and the marginalisation of anar­
chism. Outside the United States the 
effect was less equivocal, and in Britain 
the growing anarchist movement was 
given a considerable boost by the ex­
perience of Haymarket.

Haymarket and Britain 
' he British left was not as large or as 

lilitant or as divided as the American, 
but it responded with outrage and energy 
to the Haymarket affair. The left-wing 
press in Britain was very well-informed 
about events in the United States — much 
more so than the capitalist press — having 
close contacts with comrades across the 
Atlantic. Most had immigrated to England 
in 1878 and had been active in London 
before being imprisoned here in 1881 and 
then emigrating to the United States in 
1882, and he kept contact with the 
German community. James Blackwell of 
the Social Democratic Federation was in 
the United States in 1886 and Henry 
Charles of the Socialist League was there
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in 1887, and they sent regular reports to 
Justice and Commonweal respectively; 
both later became anarchists (and Black- 
well helped to edit Freedom).

The progress of the American move­
ment in general and of the Haymarket case 
in particular was closely followed in the 
several socialist and also in the fewer anar­
chist papers. The first English-language 
anarchist paper in this country, Henry 
Seymour’s The Anarchist, gave the subject 
front-page headlines month after month - 
‘Chicago!!!’ (June 1886), ‘The doctrine 
of dynamite’ (July 1886), ‘War to the 
knife!’ (September 1886), ‘Murder!’ 
(November 1886), ‘Revenge, bloody 
revenge!’ (December 1887) — and strongly 
defended not only the accused anarchists 
but the policy of anarchist terrorism.

Freedom, which began publication in 
the middle of the case, took a more care­
ful line. The first issue contained the 
following editorial comment:

The United States can boast the pos­
session of republican institutions, man­
hood suffrage, trial by jury, police and 
military nominally servants of the 
People’s will, all the programme of 
political liberty in fact. Nevertheless 
there is no country in the world where 
the toiling masses are met by more ar­
bitrary and brutal ferocity when they 
show any decided intention to free 
themselves from the control of the 
possessors of wealth. Take the current 
year, during which the workers have 
made a push for closer union, higher 
wages and the eight-hours’ day. In all 
cases they have begun by peaceful re­
sistance to their masters’ tyranny. How 
have they been met? In spring, firing 
upon unionists on strike and wholesale 
evictions of strikers’ families. All 
through the summer, severe sentences 
upon working-class boycotting, though 
employers are permitted to boycott 
unionists at their pleasure. Finally, in 
August, seven men condemned to 
death, simply because they hold and 
proclaim the duty of every honest man 
to resist oppression by every means in

his power. A bomb has been flung, by 
some person unknown, amongst the 
police preparing to charge a peacable 
meeting at Chicago;preparing to shoot 
and beat down the people, men, women 
and children. as they had done the day 
before. The property owners are terri­
fied at the energy of the protest against 
their authority, and clamour for some 
vengeance which may strike terror into 
the rebels. Hence the mock trial of the 
eight Anarchists before a packed jury 
and prejudiced judge, and their con­
demnation to death in defiance of the 
evidence. It is by proceedings such as 
these that the ruling classes are aiding 
the emancipation of the enslaved from 
the superstitious reverence for authori­
ty. And in this knowledge our brave 
comrades go gladly to meet their fate. 

(December 1886)

In Britain all the left-wing organisa­
tions supported the agitation against the 
sentences, culminating in a joint meeting 
at South Place on 14 October 1887; a 
vivid account of this event appears in J. H. 
Mackay’s political novel about the British 
anarchist movement, The Anarchists 
(1891). The speakers included representa­
tives of all the progressive organisations — 
William Morris of the Socialist League, 
James Blackwell of the Social Democratic 
Federation, Annie Besant of the National 
Secular Society, Bernard Shaw of the 
Fabian Society, Stewart Headlam of the 
Christian Socialist Guild of St Matthew, 
George Standring of the Radical Federa­
tion, Stepniak of the Russian Populists, 
and Peter Kropotkin and Charlotte 
Wilson of the Freedom Group.

At the same time a petition was sent 
to Governor Oglesby with the signatures 
of many progressive intellectuals, inclu­
ding Walter Besant, Ford Madox Brown, 
Edward Carpenter, Walter Crane, William 
Morris, E. Nesbit, William Rossetti, Olive 
Schreiner, Bernard Shaw, Oscar Wilde — 
and a single Member of Parliament, 
Cunninghame Graham.

Bloody Friday in Chicago was followed 
two days later by Bloody Sunday in Lon­

don, - the great riot of 13 November 
1887, when armed soldiers and police 
attacked marchers trying to demonstrate 
in Trafalgar Square against unemploy­
ment and Coercion in Ireland; a smaller 
riot occurred the following Sunday. In 
the fighting hundreds of people were in­
jured and three were killed. William Morris 
wrote for them his great ‘Death Song’, 
with the refrain:

Not one, not one, nor thousands
must they slay,

But one and all if they would dusk 
the day!

It seemed for a time as if the American 
experience were about to be repeated, 
and both sides expected the revolution to 
break out. Morris used the episode as the 
centre of his account of ‘How the change 
came’ in his political utopia News from 
Nowhere (1890). The crisis subsided, the 
revolution receded, but Haymarket was 
not forgotten.

Remembering Haymarket
After Bloody Friday, Freedom published 
a full-page black-bordered tribute, be­
ginning and ending as follows:

November 11th will henceforward be a 
red-letter day in the Socialist calendar. 
Red, for it is stained with the blood of 
some of the most earnest and devoted 
men who ever championed the cause 
of the people. Memorable, because 
that quarter of an hour’s legal murder 
will do more to shake the blind faith 
of the masses in law and authority 
than the eloquence of years.

‘Our silence is more powerful than 
speech,’ said August Spies, as the fatal 
white hood shut the world of men for 
ever from his eyes. And he was right. 
The abominable injustice which has 
sent eight Anarchist Socialists to death 
and imprisonment merely for their 
opinions has arrested for those opinions 
the attention of the civilised world .... 

That silence and that horror will 
bear stern fruit in the coming strife of 
classes. Our comrades have not died in
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vain. Well might Adolph Fischer ex­
claim, as he stood beneath the gallows: 
‘This is the happiest moment of my 
life. Long live Anarchy!’ The martyr­
dom which crowned his life has indeed 
inspired those for whom he died with 
fresh indignation against wrong, fresh 
devotion to freedom. He and his com­
rades have perished that the principles 
they represent may live for ever in the 
hearts of men.

(December 1887)

In 1888 Lucy Parsons came to Britain 
as the guest of the Socialist League for 
the commemoration of the first anniver­
sary of Bloody Friday. She spoke at 
several meetings around the country, and 
made a profound impact, her dark hair 
and skin accentuated by her black clothes, 
and her beautiful face and voice re­
inforcing her passionate rhetoric. Free­
dom reported:

In England this first anniversary has 
been rendered the more impressive by 
the visit of our honoured comrade 
Lucy Parsons, who had addressed great 
and enthusiastic meetings in London, 
Norwich, Ipswich and Edinburgh; 
everywhere stirring a deeper chord of 
social and revolutionary feeling by her 
noble personality and the simple 
directness of her heart-felt eloquence. 
Everywhere the workers have met her 
with the enthusiastic sympathy due to 
her suffering, her courage and her 
devotion. Everywhere she has caused 
those who heard her to realise the 
true-hearted earnestness of the men 
and women who have been most ener­
getic in the Chicago labour movement, 
and deepened the sense of solidarity 
between them and the English workers. 

(December 1888) 
Ironically, during the next few years 
Lucy Parsons moved away from anar­
chism and propaganda by deed towards 
syndicalism and the general strike. Later 
she joined the Socialist Party and the 
Industrial Workers of the World, and 
eventually became a fellow-traveller with 
the Communist regime in Russia and 
worked with the Communist Party until 
her death in 1942. Johann Most never 
abandoned anarchism, but after Hay­
market he did abandon propaganda by 
deed, and during the 1890s strongly 
opposed it.

For many years afterwards, whatever 
socialists and even anarchists may have 
felt about the politics of Haymarket, the 
anniversary of Bloody Friday — what 
Charles Mowbray in 1892 called the 
anarchist Good Friday — was commemo­
rated by left-wing organisations around 
the world, in much the same way as the 
anniversary of the Paris Commune on 18 
March. Meetings and demonstrations were 
held, articles and pamphlets were pub­

lished, the biographies of the martyrs and 
the history of the case were repeated. 
This custom continued in the United 
States until the Second World War, but 
elsewhere the custom died out by the 
First World War, being ironically dis­
placed afterwards by Armistice Day, the 
anniversary of the end of the war on 11 
November 1918. Anyway, by this time it 
had been increasingly replaced by May 
Day.

The international May Day
May Day, which had been overshadowed 
by the tragedy of 1886-1887, was soon 
revived and then established on a perma­
nent basis. During 1888 the moderate 
American Federation of Labor, which 
had emerged from the Federation of 
Organised Trades and Labor Unions in 
1886, resumed the campaign for the 
eight-hour day, and in December 1888 it 

called for a national day of strikes and 
demonstrations on 1 May 1890 — a repeat 
of the campaign four years before, with­
out the militant anarchists and syndica­
lists. This time the movement became 
international as well as national, partly 
because of the impact of Haymarket, 
though the memory of the anarchist 
martyrs was played down and the eight- 
hour day aspect was played up.

Already in November 1888, during 
the International Trades Union Congress 
in London, a Belgian socialist called 
Edouard Anseele had proposed inter­
national labour demonstrations in May 
1889, and an unknown delegate had 
amended the date to 1 May 1890. The 
proposal was lost, but the idea was dis­
cussed in several labour congresses in 
several countries during the next few 
months, winning growing support. The 
final decision came in 1889, during the 

Black Friday, 11 November 1887.
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celebration of the centenary of the 
French Revolution.

During July 1889 there were two 
simultaneous international socialist con­
gresses in Paris — a moderate one attended 
mainly by parliamentarist socialists, and a 
radical one attended mainly by Marxists, 
Blanquists and anarchists (the British 
delegates including Keir Hardie and 
Edward Carpenter, William Morris and 
Frank Kitz, Eleanor Marx and Edward 
Aveling). The latter founded the Second 
International; and in the closing session it 
also made two other lasting decisions on 
the suggestion of a French socialist called 
Raymond Lavigne. The first was to hold a 
day of international labour demonstra­
tions in 1890; the second - after con­
sidering 18 March (the proclamation of 
the Paris Commune in 1871) and 14 July 
(the fall of the Paris Bastille in 1789) — 
was to choose 1 May, in solidarity with 
the American labour movement. So 1 
May 1890 was proclaimed as a world­
wide demonstration of labour solidarity 
in the struggle for the eight-hour day, the 
example of the Chicago Martyrs being 
almost forgotten except by the anarchists.

In the event the demonstrations were 
very successful in many countries, in­
volving peaceful marches and meetings in 
most places, though fights and riots in 
some, and the occasion was repeated in 
1891. This time they were even more 
successful, leading to serious conflict with 
the authorities in many places. The riot in 
Paris started the series of events leading 
to the Bomb Era and the official persecu­
tion of the anarchist movement, and the 
riots in Italy and Spain had an important 
influence on developments in the anar­
chist movement. The demonstrations 
were repeated again in 1892, and with the 
sanction of the Second International May 
Day became the annual festival of the 
whole labour movement, especially in 
Europe and Latin America.

Elsewhere things were sometimes 
different. Australia already had a labour 
day, marking the achievement of the 
eight-hour day as early as 1856, which 
became an official holiday on various 
dates in spring and autumn in various 
places; New Zealand followed suit. Most 
ironically, in the United States and 
Canada May Day was abandoned soon 
after it was revived, mainly because of the 
opposition to socialism in the labour 
movement, dominated for many years by 
Samuel Gompers of the AFL, which had 
actually initiated the revival of May Day. 
It was replaced by Labor Day, which had 
been’proposed by the Knights of Labor 
back in 1882 as a sort of industrial equi­
valent of a harvest festival on the first 
Monday in September; this was made a 
national holiday in 1894, and is still cele­
brated today.

In Britain there was typical confusion 
and compromise from the start. The first
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Workingmen, to Arms!!!

Your masters sent out their bloodhound' — the police - ; they killed six of your 
brothers at McCormicks this afc^raoon. They kil ed the poor wretches, because they, 
like you, had the courage to disobey the supreme will of your bosses. They killed 
them, because they dared ask for the shortenin of the hours of toil. They ki'led them t
to show you, American Citizens'.'. that you rm»Mt be satisfied and
contended with whatever your bosses condescend to allow you, or you will get killed!

You have for years endured the most abject humiliations; you have for years 
suffered unmeasurable iniquities; you have worked yourself to death; you have endured 
the pangs of uant and hunger; your Children you have sacrificed to the factory-lords — 
in short: You have been miserable and obedient slave all these years: WhyP To satisfy 
the insatiable greed, (o fill the coffers of your lasy thieving masterP When you ask them 
now to lessen your burden, he sends his bloodhounds out to shoot you, kill you!

If you ar? men, if you are the sons of your grand sires, who have shed their blood to free 
you, then you will rise i. your might, Hercules, and destroy the hideous monster that 
setks to destroy you. To arms we call you, to rrms!

9todje! 9tad)e!
Arbrilcr, tn iren Buffett!

Vtbailtnbel Balt, fttati Raiftmllta, aiatbeltn bit Blulftanbi ®urcr talbeultr « Suter Brlbtr braafttn bet ncCvrwt^B.
Barnin Merbeten fie btefetbea? .Bill fie ben Rutb fttllm, mft bem 8oo« unjufrtebea ,n fciu, «el*e« Sure-*a«beutet 
i$«en lef^leben ftabm. Die forberteu Crab, man antaarlete iftnen mtt JBlei, etn,ebent ber t|alf«<$e, baft man
Mil Balt am vhtfamffen gnat 64»el,en bttagtn tannt Biele^ aide 3aftte ftabt 3ftr <a< Demliftigangea oftoa 
©iberfp-uift erlrajen, ftalt Cutft aam frflften ttarfen IK jutn fatten Ibenb (efSu'nben, ftabt dnlbefttusgen fiber Brt 
ertrnjen, bait Sure <taber |tUff ,e#,fert — Rdel, on Me etbafttammern Suer $erteu |u fflden, Bdel fit 
fa I Uob feftt, mu 3ftr aar fie ftintretet, unb He eafuftt, Sure Bltbe eta»a« ju etlei^ttta, ba Mben fie jam Dant fir 
Sure Dpfer Ifttt Blatftanbe, ble ©alipl, «»f *“$, Su<ft mil Bleitu,eln tan ber Unjufitcbenbeit |i htirrn 
etUaen, mir fra,eu nnb be(<|»5nn Su<ft lei SQem, mal Suft unb mertb id, i«4t btefen f4euft:t4en R»’b, ben
aun beule an Suren Brlbera begin,, unb atedri^t margin [<|»n an Su<| legeften wtrb. Srleitenbrt Balt, ^ertulei, Da 
MR am e^eibeme, an,elan,I. Qefftr enlf^cttxft Da ©i<b? fflr Ctlaaerci unb Qaa,tr, abet fit greifteit anb Broil
Sntf4<ibeR Da Di< fir ba« Scfttere, bann flume teinen ■u,eubll<f; baas, Salt, ,u ben Caffes I Berni^fun, ben meafS* 
H4«a Beffiea, Me fi<b Deine £ertf4er nennea I fttdfi^Klofe Beni^loa, iftncn — ba« muft Deine Safnag feia I Dent* 
ber Helbra, beren 8tat ben Be, ,uni ffartfSriit, jar ffreifteit nab jar ■teaf^li^teit |<b<a|t - nab fhele, fee 
■IrM, pi merle n I
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international May Day, in 1890, fell on a 
Thursday, and the revolutionary socialists 
and anarchists wished to observe it on the 
same day as their comrades elsewhere, so 
they held a march through London in the 
afternoon and a meeting at Clerkenwell 
Green in the evening on 1 May. But the 
reformist socialists and Marxists, and 
above all the trade unionists, decided not 
to take time off work but to observe it 
instead on the nearest Sunday, so they 
held a huge meeting in Hyde Park on 4 
May.

Thus was set the pattern which has 
lasted ever since — the great mass of the 
British labour movement celebrating on 
Sunday, and only a tiny minority of 
revolutionary socialists and anarchists 
occasionally insisting on May Day itself, 
or else intervening in the main event with

radical speeches or heckling and occasion­
ally provoking fights. (Similar difficulties 
arose in Germany at an early stage.)

It should be emphasised that the 
anarchists were never happy about May 
Day, and from the start resisted the con­
centration on the eight-hour day and the 
suppression of the memory of the Chicago 
Martyrs. Freedom repeatedly expressed 
such doubts. At the time of the first May 
Day, it argued for direct rather than par­
liamentary action, for the achievement of 
shorter working hours by strikes rather 
than laws, and as part of a revolutionary 
rather than reformist programme (May 
1890). At the time of the second May 
Day it commented:

For us conscious revolutionary Anar­
chists, the movement, coming as it
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It has been decided to keep in memory the Cruel Murders 
legally committed by the United States Government in 
Chicago last November, when five mea were killed and three 
imprisoned (two for life, one for fifteen years), as well as 
those of the three men killed by our own Government in 
Trafalgar Square on the Bame date, and the many others 
who were then imprisoned for maintaining in both cases 
the right of Free Speech.

The following amongst other Meetings will be held in 
London :—

On Saturday, November 10,
A Meat Tea will be provided at St. Paul’s Cafe, St. Paul’s 
Church Yard, E.C., at 7 p.m. Tickets 1b. 6d. eaoh. Tickets 
will be issued at 6d. each for those who cannot attend tea, 
in order to hear an address to Mrs. Parsons and her reply. 
Cunninghame Grahame, M.P., in the Chair. Songs will be 

sung by the Choir during the evening.
sttuntzd isrov. 11.

REGENT’S PARK - - - 11.30 a.m.
HYDE PARK - - - - 3 p.m.

MONDAY, 3STOV. 12.
WORNUM HALL, Store Street, Tottenham Court 

Road, at 7.30 p.m.
STJZTSTZDA-V, JSTOV. 18.

VICTORIA PARK . - - • - 3 p.m.
These Meetings will be addressed by MRS. PARSONS, 

of Chicago, U.S.A. (Wife of one of the Murdered Men), 
Cunningliame Graham, M.P., Prince Kropotkin, Dr.Merlino, 
William Morris,F. Kitz, J. Blackwell, John Burns, C. A. V. 
Conybeare, M.P., Rev. S. D. Headlam, several of the 
Trafalgar Square Victims, in addition to many other speakers.

All communications and Information can be obtained from the 
Secretary, Commemoration Committed, 13Farrlngdon Rd., E.G.

UNITED SOCIALIST SOCIETIES.
11 Our Silence will be more Powerful than our Speech.” 

CHICAGO MARTYRS 
Ani BLOODY SUNDAY.

does from the midst of the workers, 
endeared to us by the blood of some 
of our best and bravest at Chicago, 
must have a peculiar interest. But for 
that reason we have to be all the more 
careful we do not permit ourselves to 
be led away by the movement into the 
paths of reaction, following the foot­
steps of the Social Democrats. We 
must not let the movement use us, we 
must use the movement. For us it can 
be nothing more than an opportunity. 
We have no desire to create another 
workers’ annual holiday. On the con­
trary we wish to do away with the 
system of holidays and working days 
altogether and make men free’ and 
equal so that they may take their holi­
days when they will, just as the ex­
ploiting classes do today. The first of

May will lose all its significance and 
degenerate into a sort of universal 
Bank Holiday if it is to be established 
as a regular thing. It is only valuable to 
the workers now because it is a revolu­
tionary menace against the capitalists. 
■When the capitalists no longer make 
elaborate preparations to put down in­
surrections on the first of May, it will 
no longer be worth the while of the 
workers to celebrate the day.

(May 1891)
And at the time of the third May Day it 
commented: ‘We may yet see the May 
Day of the Anarchist, no master over men, 
no government of man over man, but 
freedom and individual liberty for all’ 
(June 1892). But in practice the anar­
chists of Britain as of most other countries 
were swept along by the tide of support 

for May Day as a holiday rather than as a 
battle, and have managed only occasional 
protests or separate demonstrations.

During the subsequent century there 
have been significant developments in the 
nature and function of May Day. In Russia 
it became an important symbol of the 
growing revolutionary movement. Maxim 
Gorky’s political novel The Mother 
(1906) contains a central episode based 
on real events at the May Day demonstra­
tion in 1902 at Sormovo, near Nizhni 
Novgorod (later renamed Gorky). Follow­
ing the successful February Revolution in 
1917, May Day officially became a na­
tional rather than a class festival; and 
then, following the successful October 
Revolution the same year, it became a 
state ritual.

The same pattern was followed by 
subsequent Communist regimes, so that 
what began as a demonstration of 
working-class solidarity became a display 
of military strength. The first known 
celebration of May Day in Asia was among 
sailors at Canton in 1917, and two years 
later a great left-wing nationalist youth 
movement in China took its name from 
its beginning on 4 May 1919; thirty years 
later the successful Maoist regime turned 
May Day into a state ritual. If genuine 
working-class demonstrations are held on 
May Day in a Communist country nowa­
days - as in Poland during the early 
1980s — it is in opposition to the official 
celebrations and in defiance of the Party 
dictatorship.

During the First World War the cele­
bration of May Day became an anti­
militarist gesture on both sides. The last 
Soviet Republic in Bavaria was deliberate­
ly suppressed on 1 May 1919. After the 
First World War May Day became an act 
of defiance against the new Fascist 
regimes. It was suppressed by Mussolini 
in Italy from 1923 and by Salazar in 
Portugal from 1924. But it was co-opted 
by later such regimes. In Nazi Germany, 
Hitler (who had campaigned to ban it in 
1922) made May Day a national holiday 
in 1933 to prevent any demonstrations of 
working-class resistance to the regime, 
and in Vichy France Petain took the same 
precaution in 1941 for the same reason. 
The practice of co-opting May Day was 
eventually sanctified by the Roman 
Catholic Church in 1955, when 1 May 
was made the Feast of Joseph the Worker 
in a glorious act of political hypocrisy. 
May Day was suppressed by Franco in 
Spain from 1939, but its celebration from 
1947 marked the growing resistance to 
the regime. The same is now the case in 
South Africa.

May Day sometimes regains its revolu­
tionary significance. It was chosen as the 
beginning of the British General Strike in 
1926, but the humiliating defeat in less 
than two weeks rather spoilt the point. 
But it was no coincidence that the French
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‘events’ in 1968 began two days after 
May Day, or that the Fascist regime in 
Portugal fell in 1974 a week before May 
Day. But in general May Day has almost 
completely lost its sting. In most Western 
countries with strong parliamentary social­
ist movements it has been absorbed into 
the state system in various ways. This was 
finally done in Britain in 1978, the first 
Monday in May becoming a Bank Holiday 
in a further typical compromise, so that 
May Day is still on the wrong day in most 
years, and the labour movement con­
tinues to prefer the Sunday.

May Day lives!
Few of the millions of people all over the 
world and in this country who vote for 
socialist parties or belong to trade unions 
ever consider that such organisations 
derive from revolutionary conspiracies 
whose members were once imprisoned 
and exiled or murdered for making 
seditious speeches and leading violent 
demonstrations or for administering secret 
oaths and smashing new machines. Even 
fewer of the millions of people who 
observe May Day ever realise what the 
day really means.

For anarchists May Day is not just an 
innocent festival of renewal or a com­
fortable celebration of the way the leaders 
of the labour movement have betrayed 
their origins and their followers for 
another year. For us it is a commemora­
tion of the victims and martyrs who fell 
in the long and bitter struggle for a decent 
working life and a militant demand for a 
better working life in the future - starting 
now. To put the matter on the simplest 
level, there still isn’t even a genuine 
eight-hour day, when so many people 
have to work extra hours and days of 
overtime and extra shifts and rosters to 
earn enough to live on, and there still 
isn’t a proper understanding of work, 
when between a fifth and a quarter of 
the working population can’t get jobs 
at all and when most of the jobs people 
do get aren’t worth doing anyway.

So we still observe the real May Day 
for the real reasons, especially remem­
bering our American comrades a cen­
tury ago, and we shall do so every year

Lucy Parsons.

LABOUR DAY
MAY 1st, 1800.

Workers of the World, Unite !
Travailleurs du Monde, Unissez-vous 1

Arbeiter der Welt, Vereinigt euch I
■I ■ ■ ■ ■ . ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ - - ... ............. —-

On Thursday, May ist,
A DEMONSTRATION

WILL TAKE TLACE IN

HYDE PARK
at 4 pm.
TO HE FOLLOWED BY

a TORCHLIGHT MEETING on

CLERKENWELL GREEN
at 7.30 p.m.

“That this meeting hails with jov the awakening of Lalxmr which is taking 
place throughout the civilised world; declares the ncce«uy for the union of 
r - ...... • *- - ..... (.....the monopoly of capi-

poverty ami misery of the 
a;ul the management by 

and calls on all workers to accept 
a necessary duty paramount over all

Workers of London, Men and Women, Employed and Unemployed,
I lies*’ meetings are to be held for the purpose of demonstrating 

the International Solidarity of Labour, and in sympathy with the 
oatherinos of our Continental and American comrades to take place 
on the same day.

The following Resolution will be submitted to the meetings in 
London and Provinces:

7 That this meeting hails with joy the awakening 
place throughout the civilised world ; declares tin; 
workers in ail countries to obtain complete freedom from 
talists ; asserts that the only possible rmneUy for the [ 
workers is the free, access to the resources of nature, 
the workers of the organisation of Labour :
the task of bringing al>out this freedom as
others.”

The Procession will assemble on the Thames Embankment 
at 2.30, and will proceed by way of Fleet Street, 
Wellington Street, Shaftesbury Avenue, to Oxford 
Street and Hyde Park-

Read the COMMONWEAL, organ of International Revolutionary 
Socialism, 21 Great Queen Street, Lincolns Inn Fields.

J

until we can celebrate a real victory of 
the future rather than the harsh defeats 
of the past or the empty triumphs of 
parliamentary socialism an4 reformist 
trade unionism of the present. That will 
be a day worth remembering and a holi­
day worth having, a May Day to enjoy 
like the May Day at the dawn of the 
world. And that is something worth 
working for during the other 364 days 
of the year, year after year until we at 
last win our freedom.

NW

Bibliographical note
The documentation of and literature on 
the Haymarket affair and May Day are 
very extensive, but have been convenient­
ly digested in a few useful books. Two 

collections of material on the Chicago 
Martyrs are The Famous Speeches of the 
Eight Chicago Anarchists in Court (1886) 
edited by Lucy Parsons, and The Auto­
biographies of the Haymarket Martyrs 
(1969) edited by Philip S. Foner. Two 
collections of material on the case are 
The Chicago Haymarket Riot (1959) 
edited by Bernard R. Kogan, and Hay­
market Revisited (1976) edited by 
William J. Adelman. Two historical 
studies of the case are The History of 
the Haymarket Affair (1936, 1958) by 
Henry David, and The Haymarket Tragedy 
(1984) by Paul Avrich. Two historical 
studies of May Day are Histoire du 
premier mai (1953, 1972) by Maurice 
Dommanget, and ler mai (1977) by 
Andre Rossel. (Thanks are due to Heiner 
Becker.)
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