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Outline of remarks by Jim Green for the Workshop  

ñWriting Labor History for a Public Audience.ò 

AND 

Excerpts from Death in the Haymarket  with comments for 

reading on line.  

 

LAWCHA Annual Conference, Chicago, May 30,  2009  

 

 

In my remarks at the workshop on May 30 I will touch on few 

general approaches I used in planning and writing Death in 

the Haymarket: A Story of Chicago, the First Labor Movement 

and the Bombing that Divided Gilded Age America.   

 

Here I have posted a few examples of how I tried to solv e 

certain narrative problems I faced in writing the book; 

along with a brief description of these problems are 

excerpts from the book  that show how I addressed those 

challenges in the text.  I will not elaborate on these 

excerpts in the session, but I wil l be happy to respond to 

questions at the LAWCHA workshop from those who have looked 

at these samples on this website and have questions about 

them they want to raise in the session.  

 

Introduction to Workshop remarks .  

 

I wanted to retell a well - known stor y for a new time. I 

hope to reprise the Haymarket story in wys that would hold 

readers attention and, at the same time, suggest the 

meaning of the story for the past and the present.  

 

My editor thought the meaning of the labor movement was the 

core of the  story, much more so than the meaning of 

anarchism. When he asked me to write the book, he said he 

said he hoped I could use the inherent drama of the 

Haymarket tragedy to attract readers to a larger story: the 

birth of the labor movement with all the tens ions, passions 

and sacrifices it entailed. This invitation was encouraging 

because it showed that one trade book editor thought there 

was an public audience out there waiting to read labor and 

working class history ðan untapped audience.  

 

Of course, I inten ded the draw out the meaning of the story 

from the insights I had gained from reading scholars of 

nineteenth century labor and social history. But this 
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intention posed a challenge. My editor and didnôt want me 

to write an academic book designed mainly to e ngage or 

revise previous scholarship. He asked me if I could ñshowò 

readers what happened and why without ñtellingò themðthat 

is,  to use a graphic and dramatic narrative style rather 

than a didactic and explicitly analytic approach. I said I 

could try.  

 

 I donôt know how to name this style of writing, but one 

commentator called it an example of ñargument by 

description.ò  

 

The narrative in Death in the Haymarket  is written and 

plotted a way I hoped would convey a sense of movement 

through time, with momen ts of tension and release, and with 

a gathering momentum that anticipates and foretells the 

night of terror on May 4, 1886. Quotes are chosen and the 

endings and beginnings of chapters constructed for this 

purpose. I hoped the reader would see in the narra tive 

itself a kind of explanation for what happened.  

 

A program note: I thought we should have a workshop like 

this on the LAWCHA program  because I think we have 

neglected the art and craft of writing in our discussions 

and have instead emphasized, like t he other professional 

associations, the value of our research findings and the 

novelty of our ñarguments.ò We all understand this 

emphasis. But why neglect the art of writing? We are 

practitioners of a craft that requires writing and story -

telling skills, much like the skills the old trades 

required, skills that were seen as ñmysteries.ò These 

mysteries could be passed on to apprentices.  However, our 

grad school mentors rarely shared this kind of knowledge 

with us when we were students.  

 

And a word of cau tion: What I am posting here is something 

I prepared for my graduate students. Itôs much longer that 

what my co - presenters plan to post, and may be much more 

than most of you want to read (some of the selections from 

the text are 3 - 8 pages in length; so I have created the 

index to the examples and excerpts, which follow in this 

order.  

 

1)Where and how to begin a story?  

2)How to create a sense of the bombingôs impact and how to 

get the real story telling started 21 years before the 

events of May 1886.  
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3)How to make Chicago come alive --  that is, how to make the 

city a character a character in the story, not just a 

setting.  

4)Arguing by description.  

5)Creating a suspense and anticipation.  

6)Using imagination.  

8)Reveling in mystery.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1)Where and h ow to begin?  

 

I decided to set the stage and create a scene of Chicago on 

the day the after the Haymarket bombing to try to put the 

reader in the city that morning of May 5. I wanted reader 

to learn about the event through the words of the reporters 

who re created the scene, so the readers can imagine the 

shock Chicagoans felt when they read the news.  I wanted 

use the press accounts, which are vividly drawn, as a kind 

of set up ðleaving the reader wanting to know ñwhat really 

happened in Haymarket Square tha t terrible night.ò (p. 8) 

 

I didnôt think about it at the time, but the first few 

paragraphs also introduce the reader to my narrative voice 

and to my sense of imagination.  

 

Excerpt 1) from ñThe Prologueò Chicago on the morning of 

May 5, 1886 (pages 3 - 8)  
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2)How to create a sense of the bombingôs impact and how to 

get the real story telling started 21 years before the 1886 

event.  

 

After highlighting the hysteria the bombing caused in the 

press and in certain segments of the public, I picked two  

prominent men to use, with some imagination, as characters: 

George Pullman and Governor Richard Oglesby.  Writing about 

their thoughts and feelings before and after the bombing 

allowed me to emphasize how high the stakes were for 

elites. I wanted the read er to see events through their 

eyes.  

 

I also to used Governor Oglesby as a transitional figure. 

He is really too good to be true. He was Lincolnôs friend 

and he was present when the presidentôs body comes back to 

Chicago on May 1, 1865, (this starting poin t is discussed 

in example 3).  

 

Oglesby is also in office at the key turning point of May 

1, 1867, when the first Eight - Hour law is subverted by 

Chicago employers  (discussed in example 4 to follow) and 

he is governor (for a third time!) on May 1, 1886 whe n the 

general strike begins, and  in November of 1887 when he has 

to decided if he will commute the death sentences of the 

anarchists.  Oglesby is, therefore, a key figure linking 

the three May days and all the ñplot pointsò (a screen 

writing term) together . If he hadnôt existed in history, a 

screenwriter or novelist (like Howard Fast) would have 

invented him.  By the way, Fast uses Governor John P. 

Altgeld in such a way in his novel about the Haymarket 

case, The American: A Middle Western Legend.  

 

One more point about Oglesby: He was a one of those few 

Lincoln men and Radical Republicans who remained prominent 

in Gilded Age public life. And he was, in David Donaldôs 

words ña high priest in the cult of Lincolnò that developed 

in the 1880s.  Gov. Oglesby is th erefore a living 

representation of how the issues of the abolitionism and 

republicanism in the Civil War era are recalled in the 

Haymarket affair, especially in the trial and the appeal. I 

wanted to make sure readers noticed this link, so that the 

issues r aised by the case were not limited to anarchism or 

terrorism.  The prosecuting attorney in the Haymarket trial 

revealed this when he said America was such a free country 
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because of the Civil War,  that ñin this country, above all 

others, anarchy is possibl e.ò Indeed, he warned, there is 

but ñone step from republicanism to anarchy.ò 

 

My hope that readers would see the Haymarket story, not 

just as an episode in labor history, but as a significant 

moment in the nationôs history  (I discuss writing 

narrative me thods that put workers in the national 

narrative below.) One reviewer got the point.  In long  

essay for The New Yorker , Caleb Crain he wrote: ñFor the 

generation that came of age during the  Civil War, ideals 

and violence were closely entangled. In fact, the war was 

point of reference for almost every aspects of the 

Haymarket case, according to Death in the Haymarket , a 

fast - paced new account by James Green, a labor historian.ò 

 

 

 

Except 2) from ñThe Prologueò  (pages 13- 14)  
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