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THE OMAHA BUSINE

ASSOCIATION AND

THE

By William C. Pratt

The goal of “a union-free environ-
ment” has long been held by many
employers. While this notion today has
stimulated a major growth industry of
management consultants, seminars,
and perhaps even degree programs in
our universities, the most concerted
effort to counter the labor movementin
this century dates to the 1902-3 era.
Then employers in many communities
and industries launched an open shop
crusade to promote the hiring of
workers without regard to union mem-
bership. Its timing is largely explained
by the gains unions made during the
prosperity of 1897-1902 and the
increased prevalence of the closed
shop, in which only union members
were employed. To be sure, open shop
efforts predate that development, but
they received an enormous boost when
David M. Parry, the new president of
the National Association of Manufac-
turers (NAM), issued a call to arms at
the association’s 1903 annual conven-
tion. Across the country that spring,
numerous employer groups appeared
to fight unions in their communities.!
In some cases, they failed to achieve
their basic goal in this era. They often
proved persistent, however, and the
open shop became a reality in Min-
neapolis, San Francisco, and many
other cities in the Midwest and West by
the early 1920s.2

William C. Pratt is professor of history at
the University of Nebraska at Omaha and
has served as research historian for the Ne-
braska Labor History Project.

This article focuses on anti-union
efforts during the Progressive Era in
Omaha — efforts spearheaded by the
Business Men’s Association (BMA),
which later claimed, “Omaha is the
best open shop city of its size in the
United States.”? Much of this study is
an exploration of the still obscure
record of the BMA. While it treats a
local topic, this inquiry offers an
account of labor-management strug-
gles in an important midwestern urban
setting and may also serve as a basis for
comparative work on other cities.

Omaha was a major railroad and
packing center by the early twentieth
century.* But the story of its open shop
fight is set in the city’s commercial dis-
tricts. While the railroads and packers
also battled unions, there is little con-
temporary evidence to tie them to
Omaha’s broader open shop efforts in
the Progressive Era. The BMA was a
local organization designed to counter
unions in the building trades and
express firms and involved jobbers and
other commercial establishments.
When it first appeared, the Omaha
World-Herald referred to the group as
“a body composed of wholesalers and
retailers.”’ It was to fight teamsters,
hod carriers, bricklayers, waiters, and
cooks rather than the railroad
brotherhoods or meat cutters.

Organized labor in Omaha and its
sister community, South Omaha, had
made important advances by 1903. As
many as seventy local unions now were
established, and it was claimed that
12,000 members were affiliated with
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Omaha’s central labor body. The build-
ing trades were almost completely
organized, and crafts such as printers,
machinists, and iron moulders had
been organized for years; new unions,
including those for teamsters, egg
candlers, and retail clerks, had recently
been formed. In mid-1903 the Omaha
Daily News headed a story: “Omaha Is
A Very Strong Union City,” claiming
that it “had the reputation of being one
of the most thoroughly organized union
cities in the United States.”¢ Though
such words perhaps smack of a
working-class boosterism, the local
labor movement appeared to be strong
in the early years of the century.
Socialists also were active within union
ranks and occasionally controlled the
central labor bodies in both Omaha and
South Omaha.” Perhaps their presence
added to the numbers of militant
unionists. Overall Omaha’s labor
movement seemed ready to make new
advances in the spring of 1903.

But such efforts were thwarted by an
employer offensive. Whether or not it
was directly associated with the NAM
open shop drive, the Omaha Business
Men’s Association surfaced one week
after Parry called for an anti-union
movement and began its long and con-
troversial role in the city’s labor his-
tory.t Initially, however, organized
labor in Omaha had not anticipated
much difficulty in 1903. A brief printing
strike had beenresolved, and the build-
ing trades felt that the year might pass
without a major incident. One World-
Herald article in mid-March actually
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was headed: “Building Trades Look
For No More Strikes.””

Ahod carriers’ strike had broken out,
butit seemed easilyremedied. The new
wage scale was quickly agreed upon,

and only the date upon which the agree-

ment was to go into effect remained in
dispute. That unresolved issue,
however, may have played a major role
in provoking the worst work stoppage
in Omaha history. The Builders’
Exchange gave the hod carriers an
ultimatum to resume their jobs no later
than April 1 and followed that by
withholding supplies from contractors
who had agreed to the new scale. These
measures heightened tensions, and
rumors circulated that all building
trades unions might go out on May 1
and that the contractors were prepar-
ing for a fight. Other unions, including
those of the newly organized teamsters
and waiters, also set a May 1 deadline
for the acceptance of new wage scales.
By mid-April it seemed the city was
about to witness a major showdown.!°

Then on April 21 the formation of the
BMA was announced to the press.
Significantly no spokesmen were iden-
tified, but a press statement claimed
that the employers’ organization now
represented 800 local businesses. “Its
purpose,” according to the announce-
ment, was

purely defensive, and made necessary . . . by the
apparent determination upon the part of the
labor organizations of the city to either control or
ruin every business enterprise.

The BMA acknowledged the right of
workers to form unions but denounced
picketing and boycotts “of persons and
firms who are unwilling to submit to
their dictation” and concluded with a
brief platform:

First: Freedom to employ union and non-union
labor without discrimination. Second: No
limitation or restriction to output. Third: No
sympathy strike.!!

On May 1 teamsters, waiters, cooks,
bartenders, and carpenters struck.
Within a few days perhaps as many as
2,900 workers were out, and much of
the city’s business had either come to a
halt or was greatly reduced. The presi-
dent of Omaha’s Central Labor Union
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From the Omaha Evening Bee, February 25, 1916.
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proposed arbitration, but the striking
unions and Socialists denounced the
move and later efforts proved unfruit-
ful. Initially the CLU head underes-
timated the resolve of the employers,
as he apparently felt that the vast
majority of employers sought a com-
promise. His conciliatory posture,
praised in the daily press, probably was
based on an unrealistic estimate of the
situation. On the other hand, the strik-
ing unions’ determination to force the
issue seemingly was based on an
inflated assessment of their strength
and staying power.!2

At its peak fourteen or more unions
joined the strike, and several others
were locked out.® The teamsters pro-
vided the largest single group of
strikers, but the building trades unions
and a host of other specialized crafts
(leather workers, egg candlers, and
freight handlers) joined. The BMA was
prepared for a long struggle and had
devised a strategy for a war of attrition.
Central to this strategy were political
and legal maneuvers. While pressure
upon the governor did not lead to the
sending in of the National Guard, it did
cause local authorities to deputize non-
striking employees and after protest,
to remove that status from union mem-
bers. The BMA’s legal approach con-
sisted of seeking injunctions against
the teamsters and waiters and forbid-
ding picketing and other “inter-
ference” with the operation of
businesses. Two lawyers represented
not only the BMA but other employer
groups in the controversy, and one of
them, T'.J. Mahoney, later was credited
with the idea behind the BMA 14

In addition to political and legal
efforts, many employers imported
strikebreakers from outside the city
and state. For example, one of the lead-
ing express companies recruited
drivers from St. Louis, and the local

Jobbers Canyon, Ninth Street north
from Howard Street, Omaha. Many of
the men involved in the BMA inner cir-
cle were jobbers or wholesalers, From
the Bostwick-Frohardt Collection,
Western Heritage Museum, Omaha.

Omaha attorney T. J. Mahoney was
reputedly the chief organizer of the
BMA. (NSHS-P853)

papers often reported the arrival and
controversy surrounding the use of
strikebreakers.  Frequently  such
replacements quit after being contact-
ed by strikers.’* On the other hand,
local authorities sought to protect
them, and in some cases the courts
enjoined unions from harassing them.

While employers sought to destroy
union efforts to establish a closed shop
for workers, their representatives
seemingly tried to impose a closed
shop on employers of the strikers. Prior
to May 1 the Builders’ Exchange had
stopped deliveries to contractors who
had agreed to the hod carriers’ scale
taking effect on March 1. One res-
taurant owner also complained of a
threat to cut off his supplies “unless I
recede from my agreement with the
cooks and waiters’ unions.”16

The employers were well prepared in
1903. Their strategy was to wear their
opponents down on several fronts, and
it gradually succeeded. While some
firms (mostly smaller ones) signed the
teamsters’ scale, most refused and
ultimately the drivers were forced to
return without union recognition.!” The
1903 strike, despite protestations to
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the contrary, was built upon the
teamsters’ walkout, and when they con-
ceded, the heart of the struggle was
gone. Some unions held out, but others
returned without concessions. The day
before the teamster return, the brick-
layers had broken ranks with other
striking building trades unions, which
also undercut their position.!8 The 1903
strike proved a serious setback for the
local trade union movement and was a
major turning point in the city’s labor
history. Organized labor’s -earlier
momentum had been halted and then
reversed.”” While the remainder of
1903 and part of the following year
would bring temporary gains in South
Omabha’s packing district, local unions
recorded few advances until the World
War I era. They confronted a united
and aggressive combine of employers
well equipped with legal and financial
resources to combat their efforts. In
some respects .Omaha labor’s “lean
years” began in 1903.

The BMA went on the offensive. An
article recounting its successes
appeared in the NAM magazine
American Industries; a spokesman
announced plans to recruit thousands
of members; fifty of its members pres-
sured the city council to kill a pro-
labor ordinance that would have
permitted the dissemination of
“unfair” cards calling for the boycott of
“unfair” business; and the organization
sponsored a well publicized but closed
meeting at which the NAM’s president,
David M. Parry, delivered an anti-
union address.?® Parry’s visit occurred
in December of 1903, and his speech
was open only to BMA members. The
next day the Daily News reported:
“The hall was completely filled with
prominent business men of the city.”?!
In his speech, he praised local
employers for their recent anti-union
efforts:

I am glad of the opportunity of meeting with the
business men of Omaha, who so successfully
grappled with the situation some months ago,
when the labor unions attempted to tie up the
city. I wish as a business man to compliment you
upon the manner in which you arose to that occa-
sion and saved the credit and honor of the eity of
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Omaha in the eyes of the rest of the country as a
law-abiding liberty-loving American city 22

One of the main reasons the NAM
leader spoke in Omaha was to try to
persuade the BMA to join the newly
formed Citizen’s Industrial Associa-
tion, an anti-union group of which he
was president. At the time of the 1903
strike, BMA spokesmen had denied
that their organization was affiliated
with a national group.?? However, the
BMA  subsequently joined the
Citizen’s Industrial Association, and
its president, Euclid Martin, was elect-
ed to the national organization’s execu-
tive committee in February of 1904.
Upon returning from the convention,
Martin and three other BMA members
were enthusiastic about the new
employer group. Again there was a
positive report on the BMA. Said Mar-
tin: “The Omaha organization is
regarded as one of the strongest in the
country, and this reputation is
redounding very much to Omaha’s
advantage.”? In late 1904 Martin was
again elected to the Industrial
Association’s executive committee.?
Two years later T. J. Mahoney was
chosen for the governing body.26 But
the national open shop association
apparently did not have the staying
power of many of its local affiliates and
faded from view.?’

However, the BMA continued as a
significant force in Omaha labor
relations. It may have played a support-
ive role in the 1904 packinghouse
strike in South Omaha, and its attor-
ney, T. J. Mahoney, served as one of the
packers’ lawyers during the conflict.?
The organization was occasionally
mentioned in the press in regard to
labor disputes, but it assumed a higher
profile during the city’s 1909 street
railway strike.?® Though street railway
employees had organized as early as
1902, it was not until 1907 that they had
a serious confrontation with the com-
pany. That controversy was resolved at
the last minute. In the fall of 1909,
however, several hundred street
railway employees struck for union
. recognition and a pay raise. The presi-
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Walter S. Jardine of the Omaha
Merchant Express and Transfer Com-
pany was a key figure in the BMA.
Courtesy of the Douglas County His-
torical Society.

dent of the company was Gurdon W.
Wattles, also a banker and prominent
local booster. He had organized and
managed the 1898 Trans-Mississippi
and International Exposition, headed
the Grain Exchange, and had been the
1908 King of Ak-Sar-Ben, Omaha’s
most prominent civic organization.
While he considered himself sym-
pathetic to the workingman, Wattles
was opposed to unions and seized the
1909 occasion as an opportunity to
break the union in his company.?®

Following the strike vote, the BMA
announced its support for Wattles’s
firm, and approximately 250 of its
members volunteered as special
deputies for the duration of the strike.
Said the BMA president:

The Business Men’s association will assist the
street railway company in every way possible in
putting down the strike . ... We were organized to
fight strikes and we won’t be asleep during this
one.... We are not opposed to labor unions, but
to the closed shop. The street car men want a
closed shop, but we believe that any man ought to
have a right to work in any shop without regard to
whether he belongs to a union or not.3!

The company promptly contracted
with a New York strikebreaking firm for
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several hundred  strikebreakers.
Though many of them pocketed fares
and proved undesirable, their employ-
ment made it possible to run the main
lines much of the time. Wattles was
determined to break the union and
refused to arbitrate the dispute. Some
violence occasionally ensued, but it
was not sufficient to justify a harsh
crackdown on the union. While the
BMA offered full backing to Wattles, it
seemingly was not as involved in this
strike as in the 1903 episode, and there
were several businessmen who urged
the company to compromise. The Ak-
Sar-Ben festival was scheduled for
October, and the civic group’s notables
sought a settlement to avoid interfering
with that activity.’? Local officials did
meet with company representatives to
work out terms, but Wattles insisted
upon some discrimination against
union members. First, in addition to
refusing to recognize the union or raise
wages, the proposal allowed the com-
pany to refuse to rehire as many as ten
percent of the strikers and proclaimed
that all new employees would be non-
union. Gradually, however, the striking
workers drifted back to work, and the
1909 street railway strike ended in
defeat for union workers. By October
13 Wattles could write to a private
correspondent:

We shipped back the last of the strikebreakers a
few days ago and are running the entire system
with our own men, We could use a few more of the
strikers, if they come back as nonunion men,
which they must do, as from now on we will not

employ a man who belongs to a union, and if he
joins one we shall discharge him.3?

Wattles’s words here reveal the true
anti-union sentiments of the open shop
cause, While he and the BMA might
publicly claim that they were not out to
destroy unions, their actions demon-
strated otherwise. They sought, in
today’s parlance, “a union-free
environment.”

Despite the BMA’s prominence in
the city’s labor relations, it remained
essentially a secret organization, and
the identity of its leadership was
seldom disclosed. The association
always had a listing in the city direc-
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tory, but the names of key figures other
than its officers were kept out of the
public eye. During the 1909 streetcar
strike, however, the group’s executive
committee issued a signed statement
to the press. This list of twenty-six is
the most complete listing of BMA
“Influentials” available, and that, along
with the names of a seven-man arbitra-
tion committee during the 1903 strike
and the officers provided in the 1904-10
city directories, is the basis for the
following observations.?* Many of the
men involved in the BMA inner circle
were jobbers, wholesalers, or retailers.
More than half were presidents of their
own firms or officers of local
businesses. Two printing establish-
ments were represented, both of which
had established the open shop by 1909,
and several members were involved in
the construction business either as
suppliers or contractors, including a
former president of the Omaha
Builders’ Exchange. Only one indi-
vidual was a full-time banker, but at
least three others had some banking
interests.’s None of them, however, was
primarily associated with either the
Union Pacific or the local pack-
inghouses, though one person was a
director of the stockyards company.
That individual, T. J. Mahoney, was one
ofthree lawyers in the BMA inner circle
and reputedly the mastermind behind
the formation of the local open shop
organization in 1903. A prominent
attorney, he was dean of the Creighton
Law School, a past president of the
Nebraska Bar Association (1907-8),
and a moving force in the Omaha Civic
Federation. Earlier Mahoney had served
as state chairman of the Demo-
cratic. party (1896) and had been
identified with the anti-Bryan wing of
the party. He was one of the few
Catholics within the BMA inner circle
and was active in the Knights of
Columbus,36

More representative of the local ' ~
open shop influentials was Euclid Mar-  Gurdon W. Waitles, president of the Omaha-Council Bluffs Street Railway Company,
tin. He had served as BMA president was backed by the BMA during the 1909 Omaha tram strike. Courtesy of the Douglas
from 1903 through 1907 and was alead- ~ County Historical Society.
ing farm implements dealer. Active in
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Andrew Murphy, a BMA influential, opened a

N

blacksmith and wagon repair shop (above)in Omaha in 1869. In 1902, a year before the

¢

BMA was founded, Murphy relocated the business and went into automobile and truck repair. (NSHS-D517-32-255)

Democratic politics, he too had been a
leader within the anti-Bryan element,
serving as state chairman (1894), and
was appointed the city’s postmaster by
Grover Cleveland. For many years he
had been active in the local business
community, first working with the
Board of Trade and then the Commer-
cial Club. In 1900 and again in 1909 he
was elected club president, the only
person in the period under study who
served more than one term in this post.
Aside from these two years, he was a
member of the club’s executive com-
mittee the entire time he was
associated with the BMA.? He also was
one of the founders of the Happy
Hollow Club, which prohibited both
drinking and gambling in its
clubhouse.® (Ten other members of
the BMA sample belonged as well.}**

Walter S. Jardine was a key figure in
the BMA from the beginning. Accord-
ing to one local history, “he succeeded
in organizing the Omaha Business
Men’s Association, which has up to the
present kept Omaha free from strikes
or internal industrial trouble.” He
reportedly authored the group’s
bylaws and constitution and played a
prominent part in the 1903 strike.
Operating a large express business, he
imported strikebreakers from St. Louis
to replace union teamsters. Jardine
served four years on the Commercial
Club’s board of directors but probably
was more active in other organizations.
In the 1890s he was a major fund-raiser
for the Trans-Mississippi Exposition
and helped organize Ak-Sar-Ben, serv-
ing on its board of governors for a
decade. He was a Mason and had
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belonged to three other fraternal
orders. Unlike Mahoney and Martin, he
was a Republican and later was elected
a city commissioner (1915).40

Several others in the BMA’s inner
circle had backgrounds similar to those
of Martin and Jardine. Perhaps none of
them was native to Omaha, but most
had settled in the city prior to 18%0. An
examination of their involvement with
the Commercial Club establishes a
direct link between the BMA and the
Chamber of Commerce antecedent. Of
the thirty-three names in this sample,
twenty-nine were members of the Com-
mercial Club; twenty-three had served
at least one term as a club director; and
sixteen had been members of the club’s
executive committee. More significant,
however, is the fact that thirteen served
two or more years on this governing



body, and another seven participated
at that level five or more years between
1900 and 1910. All told six men were
elected chairman of the executive com-
mittee, and six of them were chosen as
president of the Commercial Club. In
this eleven-year period there was only
one year in which this organization did
not have either its executive committee
chairman or its president drawn from
the BMA’s inner circle.#* Omaha’s
open shop establishment and the Com-
mercial Club had what amounted to an
“interlocking directorate,” but it nor-
mally went unacknowledged in the
press and is discreetly obscured in the
recorded minutes of the club’s execu-
tive committee. Whether or not this
arrangement continued into a later era
is not clear, but labor spokesmen often
asserted that it was the case as late as
the 1930s.42

Members of the BMA inner circle
had more in common than simply a
commitment to impose the open shop
in Omaha. While the data is incom-
plete, many of them belonged to the
same country clubs and worked
together in common civic endeavors.
Twenty members belonged to the
Omaha Club, and twenty-one of them
belonged to two or more of the city’s
four most prominent clubs#* As
already suggested, several BMA
influentials participated in Ak-Sar-
Ben. Thomas A. Fry, who was a Com-
mercial Club director for eleven years,
repeatedly was elected president of
Ak-Sar-Ben and was chosen its 1902
king, the highest tribute Omaha society
could award.* Two other BMA figures
also were crowned between 1900 and
1912, and five of them (including Fry)
served on Ak-Sar-Ben’s board of
governors. Others probably par-
ticipated in its activities.4s

At the time of the 1903 strike, a
weekly society paper with good BMA
contacts credited earlier Ak-Sar-Ben
involvement with preparing local
businessmen for the open shop fight:

The ease with which the businessmen were
brought together and the harmony in which they
acted is not to be attributed altogether to the
questions atissue or the emergency inwhich they

Omaha Business Men’s Association

OMAHA BUSINESS MEN’S ASSOCIATION INNER CIRCLE

Name

Belden, Charles C.
Branch, Elihu D.
Bruce, Edward E.

Bullard, William C.

Byrme, Thomas C.
Carpenter, J. Frank
Clabaugh, George W.
Cole, David

Colpretzer, Frank
Daniel, Herbert S.
Drake, Luther

Fry, Thomas A.
Harte, John H.
Jardine, Walter S.
Johnson, Frank B.
Johnston, George W.
Judson, Frank W,
Kelly, George H.

- Lee, George H.

McVann, Edward J.
Mahoney, Timothy J.
Martin, Euclid

Montgomery, C. €.
Miller, Rome

Murphy, Andrew
Nash, Frederick A.
O’Brien, David J.
Rahm, John B.

Rees, Samuel
Smith, Arthur C.

Sunderland, James A.

Vierling, Adolph J.

Wright, William S.

Position and/or Firm

Thompson, Belden & Co. (dry goods)

Sec., Western Fruit Jobbers Assn.

Pres. and treas., E. E. Bruce & Co.
(wholesale druggist & stationers)

Bullard, Hoagland & Benedict (lumber

and building material)

Pres., Byrne & Hammer Dry Goods Co.
Sec., Carpenter Paper Co. (wholesale paper)
Vice Pres. and sec., Omaha Gas Co.

Pres., David Cole Co. (wholesale oysters,
celery & poultry); David Cole Creamery Co.
Pres., Chicago Lumber Yard of Omaha
Attorney and city prosecutor

Pres., Merchants National Bank

Pres. and treas., Fry Shoe Co.

Contractor and builder

Omaha Merchant Express & Transfer Co.
Sec. and treas., Omaha Printing Co.

Pres. and mngr., Johnston Electric Co.

Sec. and mngr., Midland Glass & Paint Co.
Sec. and treas., Adams & Kelly (planing mill)
Pres. and treas., George H. Lee Co.

(poultry supplies, incubators & brooders)
Sec., Omaha Grain Exchange

Attorney

Pres. and mngr., Parley, Orendorff & Martin Co.
(wholesale farm implements)

Attorney

Pres., Miller Hotel Co., Millard Hotel Co.,

& Mills Real Estate Co.)

Andrew Murphy & Sons (blacksmith, wagon
builders, carriage painting & automobile repair)
Pres., Omaha Elec Lt & P Co.

Pres., D. J. O'Brien Co. (candy manufacturer)
Vice Pres. and gen. mngr., U.S. Supply Co.
(wholesale plumbing supply)

Pres., Rees Printing Co.

Pres., M. E. Smith & Co. (wholesale

dry goods)

Pres., Sunderland Bros. Co. (coal,

cement, building supply); treas., Sunderland
Roofing & Supply Co.

Vice Pres. and mngr., Paxton &

Vierling Iron Works

Treas., Wright & Wilhelmy (wholesale
hardware)

This information is taken from the Omaha City Directory, 1909, supplemented with
material cited in note 34. The exact abbreviations and wording found in the directory

have been used.

found themselves. These men have enjoyed a fine
preliminary training in cooperation through that
remarkable body known as the Knights of Ak-
Sar-Ben, before the existence of which men
engaged in different lines of work in this city were
almoststrangers to each other. Atthe meetings of
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the businessmen there has been little need for
introductions.*¢

While the society editor may have
exaggerated the significance of Ak-Sar-
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Ben involvement to the BMA effort, it
is true that key figures in the open shop
cause were prominent in Omaha social
circles and that many of them had
associated with one another in a variety
of pursuits. Several had worked
together at least as early as the 1898
Trans-Mississippi Exposition and con-
tinued to do so on projects such as a
barge company and the Grain
Exchange.*” An episode that demon-
strates both the social prominence of
BMA influentials and their interaction
in civic affairs occurred in the wake of
the death of John A. Creighton, a prom-
inent local businessman who died in
1907. A memorial meeting was
scheduled for the city auditorium, and
272 individuals were seated on the
stage. Twenty of these notables were
drawn from the BMA inner circle.*®
Later a committee to arrange a suitable
monument for the deceased was ex-
panded from fifty to 100. The expanded
list included sixteen open shop
influentials.®

It seems reasonable to assume that a
certain amount of camaraderie
developed among some of the BMA
figures. While much of it was acted out
on the golf course or behind closed
doors, there are a few hints in the daily
press. In late 1907 J. Frank Carpenter
committed suicide at the age of forty-
six, Four years earlier he had served on
the BMA’s arbitration committee. He
had been an executive of a large
wholesale paper company (owned by
his family), a former Commercial Club
president (1902), a veteran of the club’s
board of directors, and generally a very
active figure in local business affairs.
At his funeral there were twenty-four
active and honorary pallbearers. Eight
of them were from the BMA inner cir-
cle.’® Perhaps they had been selected
for the Commercial Club or other
associations with Carpenter rather
than for their BMA ties, but the impor-
tant consideration was that they were
chosen in the first place.5!

One of the most revealing public
episodes involving the BMA was a 1909
farewell dinner for Euclid Martin.
Retired, he decided to relocate in Los
Angeles, where his children lived. The
affair in Martin’s honor was held at the
Commercial Club, and a number of
local notables paid tribute to him. T. J.
Mahoney and Gurdon Wattles spoke,
and in both cases their comments cen-
tered around the union evil. News-
paper accounts report that Martin was
the acknowledged founder of the BMA,
and it was claimed “that since its
organization no strike has been won by
the unions.” Wattles told one anecdote
about Martin which shows both the
esteem that BMA members had for
their former president and something
about the mentality of the group. Dur-
ing the 1903 strike, Governor John H.
Mickey traveled to Omaha to attempt a
mediation of the dispute. He was a
devout Methodist, and when he met
with the BMA, he apparently suggested

Arthur C. Smith, president of M. E. Smith and Company, an Omaha dry goods wholesaler, was influential in the BMA. His company
moved into new buildings (below) on June 15,

1907, (NSHS-054-525a)
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that the aroused businessmen join
him in prayer! According to Wattles,
Martin tore into him, declaring: “There
is a time to pray and a time to fight, and
this is the time to fight.”s2

Gilbert Hitchcock, a Democratic
congressman and publisher of the
Omaha World-Herald, also rose to
speak at the dinner. While he also paid
tribute to the old business leader, he
felt obliged, he said, “to strike a discor-
dant note” and defended the labor
movement.5 His comments obviously
were unwelcome in this audience, but
they demonstrate that key elements in
the local business community had not
enlisted in the open shop cause. In fact,
none of the city’s three daily
newspapers were part of the effort.
BMA members were especially bitter
about the coverage of the 1903 strike.
Apparently only weekly papers were
fully in their camp, and two of them
sought to exploit their open shop back-
ing.>* Other local businesses also shied
away from the BMA. As already men-
tioned, the Union Pacific and the pack-
ers were not represented in the
BMA'’s inner circle, nor were any of
Omaha’s breweries. It is also
noteworthy that none of the city’s
Jewish businessmen were found within
those ranks. One of Omaha’s largest
department stores was owned by the
Brandeis family, and while its members
were active in a range of local business
activities (including the Commercial
Club), there is no hint of their involve-
ment in the BMA.*5

The moving forces in the Omaha
open shop crusade were neither from
the ranks of big business, nor were they
particularly cosmopolitan. For the
most part they represented estab-
lished local firms and normally were
tied to the Omaha metropolitan area.s¢
When Euclid Martin returned from his
first Citizens Industrial Association
meeting in 1904, he stated:

We were in no sense representative of the trusts;
we have no steel or Standard Qil members. It is
more than possible that before long we may have
to fight the trusts on the one hand, just as we fight
the labor unions on the other.s?

His probably was not an isolated com-

ment. Omaha businessmen often com-
plained about trusts and railroads
(when they were not fuming about
unions). But the BMA influentials did
not lead their organization into other
battles. They were content to use it to
fight organized labor — and nothing
else.’8 BMA spokesmen claimed their
efforts were a defensive move in the
face of extreme provocation. In retro-
spect such fears may seem unfounded,
but they apparently were felt by many
who enlisted in open shop ranks during
the Progressive Era. Still it should be
emphasized that the BMA did not rep-
resent the sentiments of all local
employers. Many joined, to be sure,
some out of conviction or self-interest,
others perhaps because of convenience
or peer pressure. Its large membership
probably obscured a range of employer
attitudes toward organized labor.

- The BMA was a permanent fixture in
Omabha labor relations for more than
three decades. Formed in 1903, it
played a prominent part in labor dis-
putes that year, and in 1909, 1917, 1935,
and 1938-39. It was also given a great
deal of credit by organized labor for the
passage of a strict anti-picketing law in
1921.5° Many unions survived, but the
open shop mentality became part and
parcel of the local business ethos.
When the Teamsters Union finally won
a short strike in 1937, one observer later
claimed, “It was the first strike victory
in the recollection of the oldest Omaha
union worker.”® Perhaps that was an
exaggeration, but it is an indication of
how persistent the local anti-union
effort had been.

Insomerespects Omaha’s open shop
movement seems quite similar to those
in other cities which have been studied.
Of course, the BMA was a secret
organization and much of its past
remains hidden. But the identity of
more than thirty BMA influentials is
known, and an examination of that sam-
ple establishes a close connection or
“an interlocking directorate” between
the Commercial Club and the open
shop cause. The anti-union movement
in Omaha was led by prominent local
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businessmen as was the case in other
cities. .

Little if any hard evidence, however,
connects the largestlocal firms with the
BMA. This may be an important
divergence from the experience
elsewhere, for recent scholarship on
the open shop effort in Minneapolis
and San Francisco indicates such par- -
ticipation.®! Another difference (at
least in regard to the situation in San
Francisco) may be the fact that the
BMA postponed its final defeat until
early 1939. But whether the organiza-
tion itself continued to play a substan-
tive role in the anti-union fight that late
is unclear.5? Perhaps by then it was only
a symbol of the open shop cause. More
research on Omaha and other midwes-
tern and western cities not yet studied
is warranted. It seems unlikely,
however, that such scholarly efforts will
find many communities of this size
where the open shop cause met with
such early success and persisted so
long.
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