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view of the miner’s wife, as it was for her husband. This grew out of
the fact that the woman’s conditions of life and work were directly
affected by company policies. But their separate work and roles gave
husband and wife separate experiences. As a result, the class con-
sciousness of the miner’s wife had its own qualities. It was based on
female experience of class oppression. It was different from the class
consciousness of the coal miner himself, but it led to militant action
just the same.

The most prominent woman associated with the strike was not a
miner’s wife, but rather the elderly UMWA organizer ‘Mother’ Mary
Jones.* The figure of Mother Jones looms over most of the great coal
strikes of the period. Hers was a clear female voice and, during the
Colorado Fuel and Iron strike, it was heard across the nation.
Mother Jones did not speak for the miners’ wives. Her perspective,
which was both anti-capitalist and virulently anti-feminist, was not
precisely theirs. Her main job was organizing the coal miners, not
their wives. Yet the women looked to her for leadership. When she
was imprisoned in the winter of 1914, they rallied to her defense.
Mother Jones provided them with a role model; her example of
militance was part of the context within which their own activism
took place.

The bitter class conflict that was the Colorado Fuel and Iron strike
came at the close of a thirty-year period in which the development of
industrial capitalism had radically altered the class structure of
American society. Within a relatively short time after 1880, the
concentration of wealth into very few hands, along with the rise of
the giant firm, had been accomplished.® Coal was the quintessential
fuel of the new capitalism. The mining community’s relationship to a
commodity so central to the economy may have helped it to under-
stand the economic system as a whole. Despite the community’s
physical separation from other kinds of workers and from the diver-
sity of urban centers, it had immediate experience with the railroad
and steel corporations which often owned the coal and in many ways
dominated the society. This, as well as the environment of the coal
communities and the structure of the union, helps to explain why, by

1910, despite intensive anti-union activity by employers, the UMWA
had succeeded in organizing 27 percent of the nation’s coal miners.
In contrast, only 11 percent of all workers were union members.®

The CFIC perfectly exemplified the changes brought about by the
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- new capitalism. By 1896, it was one of the 100 largest firms in the
~ United States. It was primarily a steel-manufacturing enterprise, yet

with 19,000 acres of coal lands, it was the largest coal-producing

- company in Colorado. By 1910, the CFIC employed 12,000
workers, almost half of whom were coal miners. It controlled the
- governments of Las Animas and Huerfano Counties, dominated the

region’s other coal firms, and enjoyed a large influence in the state

- government. Its assets amounted to more than 100 million dollars,
" Behind the company, and behind its intransigent anti-union stance,

loomed the figure of John D. Rockefeller.” In 1903, Rockefeller had
purchased the controlling interest in the CFIC. By 1910, he con-

j trolled a vast economic empire, and was himself worth, as an indi-
vidual, one billion dollars.?

In contrast, southern Colorado coal miners and their families lived

in near destitution. “The miners get very poor food,’ a coal miner
_stated in 1913, ‘and some of the children are dressed in gunny-sacks
- and their fathers are working every day.” Another said, ‘the little
- children go barefoot and half-clad.’”*® Mary Thomas, a miner’s wife

(whose memoir of the strike provides an extraordinary glimpse of
the women’s role in it), described her first sight of a Colorado coal
camp: ‘it was the most desolate place Id ever thought could be . . .
Only a mass of unpainted shacks and bungalows along dust covered
streets.’!!

Organizers like Mother Jones frequently pointed out that the coal
miners created the wealth, whereas the coal operators enjoyed it. She
often contrasted the life of the miner’s wife with that of the owner’s
wife. “You do the work that enables the wives of the operators to pay
$1,000 for dresses to put on their rotten carcasses,’ she told a crowd
of strikers and their wives in Starkville, Colorado. ‘You dress the
mine owner’s wife and you put your wife in rags.’:2

Mother Jones did not extend the hand of sisterhood across the
barrier of class to the mine owner’s wife, and neither, it is likely, did
the miners’ wives. The class differences dividing the two groups of
women were made more obvious by the fact that, in the coal camps
of southern Colorado, the only paid labor available to the miners’
wives was washing and scrubbing for the managers’ wives. Like
other women who worked as servants, they were apt to develop a
sharp understanding of the class differences dividing women. More-
over, in Colorado the woman’s work as servant was at times tied
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directly to the conditions her husband had to tolerate underground.
The pit boss (underground foreman), often a petty tyrant, assigned
workplaces (called ‘rooms’) at the face of the coal. For miners paid by
the ton, a good room could make the difference between a living
wage and near starvation. One of the many ways to bribe a pit boss
for a good room was with the unpaid labor of the miner’s wife.
Speaking to strikers, Mother Jones said:

Did Jack ever tell you, ‘Say Mary, you go down and scrub the
floor for the superintendent’s wife, or the boss’s wife, and then I
will get a good room.’ (Applause) I have known women to do
that, poor fools.  have known them to go down and scrub floors
like a dog, while their own floors were dirty. "

In the coal camps, there was no buffer zone between the repre-
sentatives of the giant firm and the working people. Class relation-
ships were direct, personal and unambiguous. The camps were
closed to outsiders and, inside, the power of the company was
absolute. The company was landlord as well as employer, saloon-
keeper as well as storekeeper. The teacher and the doctor were on the
company payroll. The mining superintendent was also the town
mayor and, often, the chairman of the school board. At the slightest
suspicion of union activity, a miner would be ‘sent down the canyon’
— fired. Company gunmen inspected everyone entering or leaving a
camp. Detectives kept the population under continuous surveillance,
with the purpose of keeping the union out.

The company profited not only from coal, but from every human
necessity of the mining community. This was a source of continual
distress to both miners and their wives. According to the Colorado
Bureau of Labor Statistics, ‘any attempt by the miners to purchase
supplies from any other than the company stores would mean instant
dismissal to the purchaser.’** A UMWA investigation showed that
prices at these stores were 30 percent higher than those at the
independent stores outside the coal camps.® The company also
routinely deducted charges for rent, water, lights, etc., from the
paychecks, to the point that, as Mary Thomas observed, most of the
men were so in debt to the company that ‘they do not see what was
the color of money, they did not know what was money.’® Con-
sequently, the women struggled daily with poverty.

The repressive atmosphere of the coal camps included, for the
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women, the threat of sexual harassment. While the miners worked

" underground during the day, the women were exposed to the whims

of company gunmen. ‘I have been told by women at Primero,” a
coal-mine inspector reported, ‘that there was no privacy in their
home life, that whenever a representative of the company or deputy
sheriff desired, they entered the house unannounced.’”

Rape was certainly not unknown. For example, a former
Colorado miner wrote to President Woodrow Wilson of an incident
that took place in 1910. ‘One camp marshall . . . was trying with a
revolver in his hands . . . when man was in mine, a wife to unjust
purposes, and the mining foreman and Superintendent was clearing
him the way to flee before he could be arrested.”*

One mine guard, Bob Lee, had such a reputation for brutality that
no one was surprised when he was shot dead shortly after the strike
began, almost certainly by a striking miner. A former under-sheriff
described Lee as

abrutal man, very brutal . . . The miners’ wives . . . who used to
come up the hill to do washings for the American women, told
hard stories on him of how he terrified certain miners’ wives into
submitting to him by authority of his star and threatening the
loss of their men’s jobs . . . if 2 miner’s woman saw him coming
she’d get up and hike over to a neighbor’s house to keep out of
the way.!®

Coal mining was the most dangerous occupation, and the danger
had its own particular consequences for the miner’s wife, who lived -
with the daily possibility of her husband’s disablement or death. If he
died, she faced, in addition to her own grief, an economic calamity.
In Las Animas County alone, 200 married coal miners were killed
between 1907 and 1912. The 200 widows were responsible for the
care of nearly 700 children. The death of their husbands left them
with no means of support whatever.2?

State law required the company to compensate the family of a
miner killed on the job, but only if the coroner’s office found his
death to be the fault of the company. The CFIC controlled the county
governments to the extent that, as one citizen remarked, ‘There is no
form of government in Huerfano County . .. we don’t consider it
part of the United States.”?! The company domain extended into the
coroner’s office, which determined the cause of death. Company-
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selected coroner’s juries invariably passed verdicts conduding, “We
hereby exonerate the company from all responsibility.’2?
Conditions in the home in the southern Colorado coal field were
affected by poverty and insecurity, and by the fear of repression and
arassment. In contrast, Mother Jones posed an ideal home, one in
which the woman occupied her traditional role as housekeeper and
caretaker of children, but where conditions for doing so were better.
To a Denver reporter, she said:

A new race of women is developing . . . women who can live in
their homes surrounded by happiness and carry out their funda-
mental tasks of caring for their homes and raising their families
under wholesome conditions and in the knowledge that they

and their loved ones are no longer borne down and oppressed by
the greed of capitalism.?

Ml'ners’ wives, struggling to do their traditional work under harsh
conditions, in general accepted their separate roles and may have
foflnd Mother Jones’s vision appealing. However, there is some
evidence that they were also affected by changing ideas about
women'’s roles. For example, Mary Thomas, who had just arrived at
the Cf)al camp from Wales, was observed by her neighbor, Margo
Gorci, as she buttered her husband’s bread. Later, Margo watched
Mary preparing to shine her husband’s shoes. ‘Maria,” Margo said,
women don’t shine men’s shoes in America.’

In fact, it was Mary Thomas’s desire to escape the constraints
Placed upon her by traditional notions about women that motivated
her to migrate to the United States at the age of twenty-four. Three
years before, her coal-miner husband had deserted her. In the Welsh
Qoalfmining valley of her girlhood, a woman in this situation faced a
llfetupe of loneliness and disgrace. ‘They didn’t change in this valley,
especially when it came to a deserted woman,” she wrote. ‘These

Ypocritical witch hunters were always watching to see if she made
€ven one mistake so they could drive her to the gutter.’

In the southern Colorado coal camps, on the other hand, if a man
deserted his wife, it was he who was in disgrace. “Tom would be
blaCk!)a]led if anyone knew he had deserted his wife and children,’
explained Mary’s uncle, a Welsh coal miner. “There are so few
Women in these camps where there are thousands of men that they
greatly respect them, regardless of how old they are or how they
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look.” Mary planned to force her husband to support her and her
daughters until she could get on her own feet. In exchange, she would
keep his desertion of her a secret.*

Except for her estrangement from her husband, she typified the
women of the Colorado coal camps. She was young, married, and
the mother of young children. (Of the Ludlow tent colony, she later
wrote, “They were all young people. There wasn’t one . . . 1 don’t
think, over 40.’)*® Mary Thomas was an immigrant, and first came to
know her new country through its western coal fields.

According to Pearl Jolly, a 21-year-old miner’s wife, the 1,000
residents of the Ludlow tent colony included approximately twenty
different nationalities. Her recollection corresponds closely with the
CFIC’s employment records. In April 1913, the company listed
twenty-four nationalities among 4,000 coal miners employed. Union
records confirm that, among the 11,000 striking miners, there were
three important groups: the Mexican miners who were indigenous to
Colorado, the English-speaking miners, many of whom were of
British origin, and the miners of European origin or descent. Nearly
80 percent of the workforce spoke a first language other than

English.* In southern Colorado, the European group predominated.

The people of the coal camps were not all foreigners, although
outsiders often lumped them together as such. Italians, for example,
first came to the state in the 1880s. They were brought by labor
agents working for the railroad capitalists who developed the
southern coal field.?” By 1913, many Italians, such as the miner’s wife
Mary Petrucci, were Colorado-born and Colorado-raised, unlike
many ‘Americans’ in the state. Mary Petrucci was born in 1889, in
the Hastings coal camp. She later moved with her family to Tobasco,
and then to Berwind, both CFIC camps. At sixteen, she married a
box-car loader, an employee of the coal company. By the time of the
CFIC strike the Petruccis had been married for eight years and were
the parents of four children. All of their children died during the
strike.? They were not foreigners but rather American citizens who
had never lived in any other country. '

Colorado unionists accused the coal operators of hiring many
nationalities with the conscious purpose of preventing communi-
cation between miners who didn’t speak the same language. One
UMW A official said:
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become a family experience on the first day. Families began
struggling through the mud out of the canyons, their possessions
piled high on wagons hauled by teams of horses, or on carts pulled by
the coal miner and pushed by his wife. All day and into the night,
they streamed into tent colonies established by the union on the
prairie just beyond the company domain.

From the first freezing day, a spirit of mutual support dominated
the life of the tent colonies. Mary Thomas writes that when people
straggled into the Ludlow colony ~ cold, exhausted, and soaked to
the skin — ‘the Slavs, Germans, Russians, Portuguese, French,
Italians, Greeks, and many other nationalities pitched in to help each
other get settled.” The Hungarian and German women began
cooking as soon as their stoves were set up, and brought hot food to
the others as they arrived.s

The tent colonies were well-organized, cohesive communities. The
UMWA provided the basic necessities: tents with wooden sides and
stoves, coal, water, and strike relief — paid at a weekly rate of $3.00
per striker, $1.00 per woman, and 5o cents per child. Three union-
employed doctors attended to medical needs. Everyone participated
in tasks such as cleaning, and guard and picket duty. A coal-miner
fiddler was elected head musician, and Mary Thomas was elected
‘greeter-singer.”® Mother Jones made the rounds every day,
‘cheering the women, inspiring the men,’ and distributing candy to
the children. Mary Thomas remembered the ‘thrilling talks’ she and
other organizers gave at Ludlow, %

Music was an essential component of the community spirit. Mike
Livoda, the Slavic organizer, later recalled how in the evenings, he
‘used to get out and listen to the songs, different songs, Spanish
songs, Mexican songs, Slavic songs, Italian songs . . . Sometimes they
put on dances — they used to polka. You just begin to feel that even
though they’re out on strike, they’re happy, because they’re singing
and they’re enjoying themselves, !

The women played a special and indispensable role in helping to
form a cohesive, unified strikers’ community — a community of
resistance. Within their separate sphere of responsibility, they
formed bonds of mutual support and sharing, which extended across
barriers of language and nationality. They kept house as usual,
except in tents. There were ‘lots of little children’ and the women
helped one another care for them. Every day, Mary Thomas, Cedi
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Costa and Margo Gorci had coffee together. “Margo, Cedi, anfi I
continued our gossip sessions,” Thomas wrote. ‘Their husbands tried
to bring a little good news to cheer us up. They knew more 'al:?out
things than we, and daily we women awaited their opinions
regarding the strike.’# . '

In October, sporadic gunfire broke out between strikers and mine
guards. Colorado Governor Ammons vacillated over whether or not
to send the Colorado National Guard into the coal field, a move
favored by the operators and opposed by the strikers‘. ~In late
Qctober, the governor traveled south to investigate conditions er
himself. In response Mother Jones organized a huge parade in
Trinidad, on QOctober 21, in order to dramatize the union side of the
guestion.

“Never in local history,” reported one newspaper, ‘has there been a
more spectacular demonstration.” The parade was led by a ba{ld,
followed by the women and children: ‘Hundreds of women carried
small babies at their breasts and toddling youngsters hardly able to
keep up walked sturdily in line ... women with baby bu_gglcs
followed . . . shouting and singing.” More than 1,000 coal miners,
many of them also carrying children; marched behind the women.
The marchers carried banners, one of which read, ‘Some of Mother
Jones’s Children.’#

Despite the opposition of organized labor, the governor suc-
cumbed to intense pressure from Denver business interests and called
out the National Guard. When the soldiers arrived, on October 28,3
new phase of the strike began. The relationship between the strikers
and the Guard (supposedly a neutral force standing between the two
sides), began on a friendly note. However, before long, mine guards
began joining the state militia. Then, in November, the governor
issued an order permitting the troops to escort strike-breakers into
the coal camps. In the minds of the strikers, the military arm of the
state of Colorado had joined the coal operators’ side.

The women, following the leadership of the UMWA, were in'the
forefront of strikers’ parades, demonstrations and daily picketing,
Their traditional roles in the family in no way prevented them from
taking aggressive actions. One morning in late November, for
instance, a rumor circulated in the Ludlow tent colony that troops
were going to escort strike-breakers through the Ludlow Depot and
into the Berwind Canyon on the 8.30 a.m. train. The women came
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out in force to block the train. An officer of the Guard described the
scene:

the women carried clubs.. . . Opposed to ten sentries
[guardsmen] was a solid mass of strikers, with their club swing-
ing women in the front rank, giving vent to all manner of
profanity, and a sullen bunch of men in the rear urging the
women to violence.®

The rumor proved to be without basis, so the people returned to the
tent colony without incident.

As time passed, the strikers were increasingly unable to distinguish
the militiamen from a collection of rowdy and dangerous mine
guards. Discipline among the troops was lax and it gradually
deteriorated. In December, a governot’s committee (appointed at the
insistence of the Colorado State Federation of Labor) investigated
the conduct of the Guard and issued a report on abuses — from
robberies to harassment of strikers — which ran to over 700 pages.

Relations between the soldiers and the miners’ wives became
rancorous. For example, two militiamen reported walking down the
street in Starkville, ‘minding our own business,” when two women
‘called us *‘scab herding sons of beaches” [sic] and we retaliated by
saying “Go on you ten cent whores™ . . . When they got up the street
. .. they put their hands to their noses as if to tell us to kiss their
asses,”®

During weapons searches of the tent colonies, the women lined up
the children to taunt the soldiers. According to one officer, the
women would say to the children, ‘Now tell them what they are
[repeat] after me.” The officer indignantly recalled, *‘ have heard an
American mule skinner in the Philippine Islands drive eight head of
mules, but I have never heard anything equal to it.’#

Miliiamen subjected the women to sexual harassment, just as the
mine guards had done. Alluding to rape, Mary Thomas, testifying
before the Commission on Industrial Relations, said:

And the women that have been insulted in Ludlow — it is terrible
. .. It cannot be stated — the insults the women have had to
undergo. And since these militiamen have been there there’s
dozens of young girls who have had to go to homes expecting
to become mothers.
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In the midst of her testimony, Mrs Thomas was told that her time
was running short, and another commissioner changed the topic by
inquiring about the company stores.*®

As Fall turned to winter, the strike event which attracted
national attention was Mother Jones’s deportation, on January 4,
1914. Her first statement upon arriving in Denver was, ‘I'll go back.
They can’t keep me from my boys.™*

Among the many protests from across the nation came one from
the Colorado Equal Suffrage Association. This Denver organization
denounced the deportation on the grounds that ‘such actions were
unconstitutional and abridged the right of free speech.” However, at
a subsequent meeting it became evident that the ‘Mother Jones
resolution’ had stirred up a ‘small hornets’ nest.” Some of the
suffragists considered Mother Jones to be a dangerous agitator,
while others stood by her on the principle of free speech. The

‘governor aggravated the dissension in the organization by
“delivering a castigation over the telephone upon two of those most

prominent in the passing of the resolutions.’
A week later, Mother Jones publicly returned to Trinidad, where

“she was promptly arrested. She was put under guard in a hospital,

and held there incommunicado for nine weeks.*!
The women of the tent colonies ardently protested her detention.
On January 15, a group of 200 women — chanting, waving flags and

' singing union songs — marched from the union hall to military

headquarters. There they confronted General John Chase, the
military commander of the strike zone. They demanded Mother
Jones’s immediate release. General Chase informed them that
Mother Jones was a disturber of the peace and an inciter of riots, and
under no circumstances would she be released. His remarks were
greeted with jeers.5?

The union viewed the participation of the women as an essential
strategy. The women were at least as effective as the men in a
demonstration or on a picket line, and they were less likely to br
physically attacked. Attacking women was unchivalrous and
soldiers who did so were likely to be considered cowards, which was
bad for public relations on the company side. _

On January 22, the UMWA organized a large women’s demon-
stration to protest Mother Jones’s imprisonment. Reporting on this
matter to the governor, General Chase described the union strategy:
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The strikers had evinced a disposition to cause disturbance and
disorder through their women folks. They adopted as a device
the plan of hiding behind their womens’ skirts, believing, as was
indeed the case, that it would be more embarrassing for the
military to deal with women than with men. Accordingly, a
parade of women was arranged as a demonstration to protest
the incarceration of Mother Jones.*

The demonstration began peaceably, but did not end well. A
thousand ‘wives, mothers, and sisters’ of striking miners, dressed in
their Sunday best, began the march. They were accompanied by
children and followed by a crowd of men - strikers and sympathizers
— many of whom also carried or walked with children. The pro-
cession moved down Commercial Street and then turned into Main
Street, where it confronted approximately 100 troops on horseback.
General Chase, who was mounted, ordered the women to halt.
Instead, they continued to advance, slowly. Then, according to
16-year-old Sarah Slator, ‘General Chase’s horse became frightened
at something . . . and it ran into a horse and buggy . . . and he fell off
the horse ... He had been. treating us so mean that everybody
screamed and laughed at him and that made him angry.’

At this point, General Chase lost his temper and ordered the
troops to charge. They did so, swinging rifles and cutting several
women with sabers. The demonstrators scattered into porches and
yards. Some of the women found sticks and bottles and began hitting
and throwing.*

Mary Thomas, who was arrested later in the day, began to hit one
of the soldiers with an umbrella. An officer of the Guard later
remarked that ‘she seemed to be the ringleader of a mob of women.’
General Chase reported that Mary Thomas was a ‘vociferous, bel-
ligerent and abusive leader of the mob. She forcibly resisted orders to
move on, responding only with highly abusive, and, to say the least,
unwomanly language. She attacked the troops with fists, feet, and
umbrella,’s

At the day’s end, women from the tent colonies and from Trinidad
met and declared themselves ‘The Women’s Voting Association of
Southern Colorado.’ Their purpose was to protest the presence of the
militia in the strike field and to organize the defeat of Governor
Ammons in the next election. They had invited a member of the
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Denver Equal Suffrage Association to speak, one of the women who
had introduced the ‘Mother Jones resolution’ before that organiz-
ation. However, this woman failed to appear in Trinidad. When her
absence was announced, the hall was filled with cries of ‘Quitter’ and
‘Deserter of the cause.’s¢

As the winter wore on, the strike settled quietly into a stand-off. By
spring, the expense of keeping the National Guard in the field had
bankrupted the Colorado treasury. Militiamen began to receive
I0OUs from the state instead of paychecks. Soldiers were observed
openly entering the offices of the CFIC to receive paychecks. For lack
of a better idea, Governor Ammons ordered the withdrawal of some,
but not all, of the troops. The remaining companies were in-
creasingly joined by mine guards. Discipline was poor. One officer of
the Guard wrote to another, “The detachment at Sopris turned out
just as [ thought. They had a drunken brawl the first night and raised
Cain in general, shot holes in the walls and ran each other all over the
place.””

On a visit to the Ludlow tent colony, state Senator Helen Ring
Robinson found an atmosphere of waiting, of dread. The women
showed her the cellars their husbands had dug beneath the tents,
where they could run to hide with the children in case of attack.3® A
railroad employee who lived on the prairie nearby noticed that the
strikers ‘seemed to be kind of restless and scared all the time, for fear
something was going to happen.’® Soldiers and strikers alike told
Senator Robinson that they expected the tent colony soon to be
wiped out.

But Senator Robinson also discovered that an unusual community
had developed in the tent colony — a community of sharing and
mutual support. ‘I found,’” she testified before the Commission on
Industrial Relations, ‘among the women particularly, and many of
the children, that this long winter had brought the nationalities
together in a rather remarkable way. I found a friendliness among
women of all nationalities — 2.2 at least. I saw the true melting pot at
Ludlow.’ The people also seemed to Senator Robinson to be ‘pretty
comfortable,” and ‘rather happy.”® The cohesive community, the
community of resistance, had survived the winter of 1914.

April 19, the Sunday before the Ludlow Massacre, was the Greek
Easter. People of all nationalities celebrated with a service, a baseball
game, a big dinner. After dinner, Mary Thomas, Cedi and Charles
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Costa, and Margo and Tony Gorci fell to singing hymns. ‘We all sang
many hymns thinking of the Easters in the lands we came from, we
women in tears. Cedi, Margo and I before retiring . . . had our coffee
and talk. Little did I think — this is the last coffee. The next day the
whole Costa family was dead.’®t

On Monday, April 20, the attack on the Ludlow tent colony began
at approximately 9 a.m. In the colony at that moment, time seemed
to stand still. Later, many of the women remembered vividly what
they were doing at 9 o’clock. A composite of their recollections,
taken from affidavits and testimony, gives a picture of the ordinary
mornings at the Ludlow tent colony.

At that hour, according to Pearl Jolly, not one-half of the tent
colony residents were up and dressed. Ometomica Covadle looked
out her tent window to see three of the Greek bachelors still cele-
brating — singing, dancing and playing music on a mandolin, a violin
and a flute. Mary Petrucci had just started to wash. The little Thomas
girls were eating their oatmeal. Margaret Dominski had allowed her
children to sleep late, After putting the wash water on the stove, she
was walking to another tent to get some postal cards to ‘send away
from our Ludlow Easter.” Mrs Ed Tonner, who was in an advanced
stage of pregnancy, was sweeping her front-room tent. Leyor Fylor,
aged ten, was out playing ball 62

Then the shooting began. ‘Suddenly the prairie was covered with
human beings running in all directions like ants,” Mary Thomas
writes. “We all ran as we were, some with babies on their backs . . .
not even thinking through the clouds of panic.’® Many of the women
ran with small children into the cellars dug beneath the tents. Others
ran out of the tent colony. The men took what weapons they had and
ran to rifle pits purposely dug to one side of the tents to draw fire
away from the tents in case of attack.

Pearl Jolly spent the day in the tent colony in a rain of bullets,
tending the wounded, making sandwiches, trying to provide for
people. ‘Shots were flying all around me and a bullet hit the heel of
my shoe and shot it off,” she said. ‘I thought my foot had been shot off
but I didn’t have time to stop and see whether it had or not, I had to
keep on the run . .. we would go from tent to tent and make the
women and children in these tents as comfortable as could be. We
went about dodging bullets all day.”®

By mid-afternoon, the children in the cellars were becoming rest-
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less and hungry. Eleven-year-old Frank Snyder, the eldest of six
children, came up into the Snyder tent to get something to eat. He
was shot in the head and killed. His father came up to lie down beside
him for a while, then began running from tent to tent, telling people
to make their children lie down rather than have them killed. After
this, it seemed to Mrs Tonner that ‘the machine guns turned loose all
the more. My tent was so full of holes that it was like lace, pretry
near.” Meanwhile, the strikers, returning fire from the rifle pits, were
faring badly. At approximately 4.30 p.m., they ran out of
ammunition.

At dusk, the attackers entered the colony with war whoops. After
looting the tents of quilts, clothes and musical instruments, they
began to set them on fire. The light of Tuesday morning revealed
whiskey bottles strewn across the prairie. The Greek organizer,
Louis Tikas, and Pearl Jolly ran from tent to tent, getting out the
women and children. As they were leaving with one group, the sound
of screaming made them realize that they had left some behind. Tikas
turned back; on his way, he was captured and killed. Two other
prisoners were shot and killed, just as the tents were starting to burn.
One of them, John Bartolon, had run back into the tents for his wife
and children, for whom he had been crying all day. The other man
killed was Charles Costa, the Italian organizer, who was thus spared
knowledge of the death of Cedi Costa and their two children.

Gunmen escorted a few families up to the Ludlow Depot. There,
according to Juanita Hernandez, one of the soldiers took an
accordion ‘and played on it before us.” Sometime after midnight,
soldiers came upon the Snyder family, with their five living and one
dead child. A soldier ordered them out of the tent, saying to the
father, ‘You redneck son-of-a-bitch | have a notion to kill you right
now, %

Early Tuesday morning, Mary Petrucci regained consciousness.
She was lying in the cellar where she had run when her own tent had
started to burn. With her were the dead bodies of her three children,
and of two women and eight other children. Mary staggered out of
the cellar toward the Ludlow Depot, not entirely in her right mind. ‘I
suppose I was like a drunken person,’ she said later. “The road wasall
mine.” Her only thought was to go to Trinidad to see her mother.
Nine days passed before the knowledge that her children were dead
entered her conscious mind.®
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On Tuesday, other miners’ wives straggled into Trinidad, having
spent the night on the prairie. They were cold and hungry. Some were
only half-dressed. One woman had given birth out on the prairie in
the night, and mother and child came into town half-clad and
freezing cold.

The aftermath of the Ludlow Massacre — the national sense of
shock, the ten-day war that ravaged the southern Colorado coal
field, and the entrance into the region of the United States Army —
cannot be told here. Nor is it possible to relate the complex events
leading to the defeat of the strike, which the UMWA called off in
December 1914. Some of the UMW A strategy can be faulted, and a
severe national recession in 1914 did not help. But at the heart of the
strikers’ defeat was simply the huge disparity in the resources at the
disposal of the opposing sides, which included the blatant involve-
ment of the state of Colorado, and the more subtle but arguable
involvement of the federal government, on the side of the company.

Some weeks after the Ludlow Massacre, several of the women —
Mary Thomas, Margaret Dominski, Pearl Jolly and Mary Petrucci —
traveled around the country speaking on conditions in Colorado.
According to Pearl Jolly, Mary Petrucci was ‘simply grieving herself
to death.’®” In mid-tour, she was unable to continue, Before returning
home, however, she gave an interview to a Washington reporter.
This 1914 interview captures the voice, clear and uninterrupted, of a
coal miner’s wife:

Perhaps it seems strange to you that I want to go back home. But
I do. My man is there and my children are buried there . . . Thave
been so happy there. Why, there wasn’t a happier woman
anywhere than I was. . . You see, I'm Italian, although I was
born in this country, and our people are gay of heart.  used to
sing around my work and playing with my babies. Well, I don’t
sing anymore. And my husband doesn’t laugh ashe used to. I'm
twenty-four years old and I suppose I'll live a long time, but [
don’t see how I can ever be happy again. But I try to be cheerful
on account of my husband. It is so hard for him when he comes
home from work to find only me in the house, and none of the
children . . . But you’re not to think that we could do any
differently another time. We are working people — my husband
and [—and we’re stronger for the union than we were before the
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strike . . . I can’t have my babies back. But perhaps when
everybody knows about them, something will be done to make
the world a better place for all babies.®

Mary Petrucci was a class-conscious woman, but neither her
experience nor her perceptions were those of her husband. Her
consciousness was that of a miner’s wife; her experience of class
oppression was a particularly female one; and her cdlass-conscious
view of the world took a female form.

Within the coal communities, both women and men experienced
the class system directly, in its raw form, just as the most oppressed
industrial workers do today. Consequently their perceptions about
class had a certain accuracy reflecting the real world. But their
oppression was not of the type tending to produce a split between the
sexes: the men and women did not compete in the same workplace.
The factors which brought the interests of men and women together
despite their separate roles included their common national back-
grounds, their common experience of xenophobia in their new
country, and the intervention of the coal company in every aspect of
life. For the women, even the sexual harassment coming from
company hirelings was a form of class, as well as sex, oppression.

At the same time, Denver suffragists were split over class issues
and could not come unambiguously to the support of the women of
the coal fields. But it would be a mistake to conclude that the
Colorado miners’ wives were virulently anti-feminist or against
women’s suffrage, as Mother Jones was. The scant evidence suggests
that although they had not broken with traditional roles within the
family, some new ideas on this subject were under discussion.
Furthermore the miners’ wives did not have an ideology about
appropriate feminine behavior which prevented them from taking
militant action. Yet it was not the environment of the coal fields but
that of the urban factory which produced the class-conscious
feminists of the period.
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