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Cell 29

     Written by Burr McCloskey

A historical play (edited and abridged by Charles Paidock) incorporating the actual writings and speeches of the principal characters – performed annually at the May 1st meeting of the College of Complexes
“The time will come when our silence will be more powerful than the voices you are strangling today!  Here you will tread upon a spark, and here and there, and behind you and in front of you and everywhere the flames will blaze up!  You cannot put it out.  The ground is on fire upon which you stand!”
INTERLOCUTOR 

Welcome to the cells of Cook County Jail in 1887. The martyrs of the Haymarket resided here in cells numbered 29 to 36, known as "murderer's row."  Cell 29 was the residence of a very exceptional fellow, Albert Parsons.  The guard approaches and raps with his nightstick on the bars. 

GUARD 

There's a reporter from the Tribune wants to talk with you, Parsons. 

PARSONS

The Tribune published an illustration last week of us with waiting hangman's nooses, coffins and unmarked graves.  How can they interview a dead man? 

GUARD 

It's a young lady, Albert.  A nice-enough appearing young lady. 

PARSONS 

So send her up, will you? 

INTERLOCUTOR

The Haymarket Bombing was the first grand media event.  Nothing quite rivaled this great American inquisition of 1886.  "The city went insane!" said Mother Jones.  Headlines screamed against BLOODY BRUTES, RED RUFFIANS, BLOODY MONSTERS, BOMB-THROWERS.  These men were further characterized as "cowards", "cut throats", "thieves, "assassins", and "fiends".  The Chicago Times cried out against these "counselors of riot and murder," while the Daily News urged that they be "taught by club and rifle." 

(GUARD USHERS IN YOUNG WOMAN TO CELL 29)

REPORTER

Mister Parsons, my name is Phoebe Carruthers of the Chicago Tribune.

PARSONS

Missy, I just can’t believe that the Tribune is sending cultivated young ladies into Cook County jail to interview bloody-handed murderers!

REPORTER

I am sorry, Mister Parsons, I really shouldn’t misrepresent myself.  I do work in the Tribune offices, but I am not a regular reporter.  However, I am a freelance writer and I’d like to solicit information from you, possibly for a play, if you’d be so kind.

PARSONS

Miss Carruthers, in the short time I have left on this earth, I do not intend to miss any opportunity to uplift the ignorant, educate the teachable or enlighten the curious.  We anarchists work fervently for the equality of women, so I shall not deny you.  It is my self-dedicated mission to elucidate the principles of anarchism within the decadent environs of monopoly capitalism, so let me be your font of truth.

REPORTER

Thank you sir.  I am particularly interested in the European origins of the anarchist movement.  You are the leading exponent, and you also happen to be one of the very few who speaks without a foreign accent.

PARSONS 

Are you contending that anarchism doesn't apply to the American condition? 

REPORTER 

Well, your adversaries say that there was an epidemic of revolutions in Europe in 1848, also the 

year of the Communist Manifesto.  It broke loose great tides of immigration to the United States, adding almost ten million to a nation of no more than fifty million persons.  Doesn't this lend some credence to the belief that radicalism, the offspring of revolution, is not native-born? 

PARSONS 

There are some five thousand members of our party, the International Working People's Association, in this country, more here than even in Germany.  And the largest American group is in Chicago.  Our rallies here draw crowds of over three thousand. 

REPORTERS 

Is the ideology of anarchism really in tune with the philosophies of our Founding Fathers? 

PARSONS 

Well, my ancestors fought at the battle of Bunker Hill, and were with Washington at Valley Forge.  My first American ancestor arrived on the Mayflower in 1632.  Later it was my turn to fight in the Civil War.  Born in Alabama, I was a confederate. 

REPORTER

What did you do after the war?

PARSONS

I started a weekly newspaper, “The Spectator” during the riotous time of Reconstruction.  To many former rebels, the agony of the war ended in a giant revulsion against the institution of human slavery.  We advocated new constitutional amendments guaranteeing civil and political rights for colored people.

REPORTER

This activity brought you some counter-attack, I suspect?

PARSONS

I was beaten up, shot in the leg, thrown down stairs.  A newspaper denounced me, I quote, “A violent agitator affiliated with the worst class of Negroes – ever ready to stir them up to strife.”  Thus began my apprenticeship for membership in the fraternity of this jail.

INTERLOCUTOR

Not only did he campaign for racial equality, he also practiced racial equality.  He committed the unforgivable crime of publicly introducing as his wife and the mother of his children, a woman who appear to have been born a slave – one Lucy Ella Hull.  The record suggests she was of

mixed racial origin, with Mexican and Indian and African roots.  In any case, he and Lucy later moved to Chicago, at the time a bustling new metropolis in the north.  Lucy agitated all her life in the Haymarket tradition.  She took part in the founding in Chicago of the Industrial Workers of the World, along with Mother Jones, Big Bill Haywood and Eugene V. Debs. 

REPORTER

Given these experiences, do you agitate then in favor of violence?

PARSONS
Oh, so it's violence that concerns you, is it?  You may know that when we arrived, the depression of the 70's was the worst this country had suffered in its entire history.  One third of our population was living at poverty level or below.  There were bread riots and rallies almost daily, and always there were the police - charging in on the crowd, swinging their clubs at everyone within reach, women and children included. 

REPORTER 

Was it really all that bad?

PARSONS

Let the record speak for me.  At the Halsted Street viaduct alone a dozen defenseless men were killed.  Your Tribune editor promised that “every lamp post in Chicago will be decorated with a communistic carcass.”  In just two days during that period, fifty civilians were killed, two hundred were seriously injured and over four hundred arrested.  Not a single policeman or soldier lost his life.  Who are the authors of this violence?  Could it possibly be the profiteers who cause the human misery against which men must protest?

REPORTER

Didn’t you organize your own armed militias?

PARSON

Oh yes, the so-called “Education and Defense Societies,” such as the Bohemian Sharpshooters and the Irish Labor Guards, which the Illinois Supreme Court later outlawed.   What were we to do?  We looked upon the invention of dynamite as a blessing to the downtrodden.  To begin with it was cheap – poor workingmen could afford it!  And it was relatively safe to handle, portable, and easily concealable.  More than that, the explosive impact of dynamite upon detonation is devastating.  The other side had the Gatling gun, but while they were setting that fearsome weapon up, we could shatter their force with some well-thrown sticks.

REPORTER

Where did you think this class war was going to end? Where would it all lead? What historical perspective could you have? 

PARSONS 

Our society has the same perspective that we have here in these cells - we are condemned.  This hateful destructive system of monopoly capital is also condemned.  What is bad will get worse.  As the misery of the masses intensifies, the inability of the capitalists to govern will be compounded. 

REPORTER.
Won't you all eventually be executed in reprisals? 
PARSONS 

No. Victory will come.  Those in the forefront may be beaten down, but their example strengthens those who follow.  Man is too glorious a creature to submit forever to the stupefying rule of profit-mad despots.  We see the day coming when men dare to be human. 

(THERE IS A VERY LOUD EXPLOSION NEARBY) 

PARSONS 

Guard!  What happened?  Are they trying to rescue us? 

GUARD 

No, No!  That was a bomb in Cell thirty-five. 

PARSONS 

That's Louis Lingg's cell. 

GUARD

Yeah – he just blew his head off!  Went ahead of the rest of you.

ACT 2

INTERLOCUTOR

May 1st, a Saturday, had been selected as radical labor’s special holiday, never mind what the bosses had to say.  Over 300,000 workers laid down their tools across the country on that day, and over 80,000 struck in Chicago alone, marching arm in arm up Michigan Avenue, carrying red flags and insurrectionary banners.  The Chicago Mail ran a headline that said, “BRAND THE CURS!”

It was on Monday, though, that tensions erupted.  Cyrus McCormick was engaged in the bitterest labor-management struggle in his company’s history.  He had arbitrarily locked out the strikers, brought in scabs, and hired three hundred Pinkertons, with enthusiastic support from the Chicago police.  As the whistle blew, signaling the end of the workday, and the scabs emerged, a violent episode erupted.

Chicago’s papers were not above turning the fear and unrest in the city to good advantage.  The Chicago Mail ran an article with thee statements in it:  “There are dangerous ruffians at large in this city.  Should trouble come they would be the first to skulk away from the scene of danger…  They have been fermenting disorder for the past ten years.  They should have been driven out of the city long ago.  This would not be tolerated in any other community on earth…”

A mass meeting was then scheduled for May 4th in Haymarket to mobilize massive support.  A leaflet announced to all: "ARM YOURSELF AND APPEAR IN FULL FORCE!" - an admonition which was later taken out. 

The rally at the Haymarket began as a failure because of short notice, started late, lacked a program, and appeared like it would rain.  The last speakers address the dwindling crowd, now 
numbering only about two or three hundred.
SPIES 

People have been shot!  Men, women, and children have not been spared by the capitalists!  Any animal, however loathsome, will resist when stepped upon! Are men less than snails and worms?  I have some resistance in me; I know that you have, too! 

PARSONS 

Hear me, Americans!  The day has come for solidarity!  Join our ranks!  Let the drum defiantly beat the roll of battle.  The true science of government is the science of getting rid of government.  Workingmen of all countries, unite!  Oh, tremble, ye oppressors of the world!  War to the palace!  Peace to the cottage!  Death to luxurious idleness!  Thank you and good night. 

VOICE FROM THE CROWD 

Look!  Here come the police!  They've drawn their weapons! 

POLICE OFFICER

“I command you to disperse!”

VOICE FROM THE CROWD

All right, all right, we’re almost over anyway.

POLICE OFFICER

“Fire and kill all you can!”

(THEN A VERY LOUD, LONG SOUND OF EXPLODING DYNAMITE AS THE BOMB IS THROWN.  THERE IS THE RATTLE OF SMALL ARMS FIRE AS MANY PISTOLS ARE FIRED REPEATEDLY AND MANY SCREAMS AND HOWLS OF PAIN – ALL ABRUPTLY SILCENCED)

ACT 3

INTERLOCUTOR

The newspapers published only those casualties in the ranks of policemen.  Of these, seven were to die, and sixty were wounded.  At least an equal number of civilians died, and more than a hundred were wounded.  A round-up of anarchists was immediately launched.  In an atmosphere of hysteria, homes and offices were invaded without warrant to round up suspects, due process was ignored. 

The New York Times headed its front page story which began:  “The villainous teachings of the Anarchists bore bloody fruit in Chicago tonight, and before daylight at least a dozen stalwart policemen will have laid down their lives as a tribute... the men who were present were, with few exceptions, fellows with no visible support and professional agitators.  They were not there to right any specific wring, but to listen to the wild harangues...Everything points to a preconceived plan to try the effect of one of their bombs." 

The Chicago Herald had circulated an article:  "The rabble who stimulated the crowd to murder are not Americans.  The are offscourings of Europe who have sought these shores to abuse the hospitality and defy the authority of the country" 

In order to purify the city, the color red - the symbol of the revolution - was not allowed in Chicago street advertising. 

Eight defendants were brought to trial.  A Defense Committee was formed to seek counsel, however, almost all lawyers shrank from the case, except William Perkins Black, a charter member of the Chicago Bar.  He took the case, knowing full well that it might bring social ostracism, loss of clients, and possibly the end of his career. 

Please hear his report on the trail, as he is interviewed by our aspiring reporter. I call upon you to sit in judgment on an episode from another century. 

REPORTER 

Mr. Black, the trial has been called the grossest travesty of justice ever perpetrated in an American court.  Would you care to comment on this? 

ATTORNEY

Well, Miss, as to the trial, one newspaper said, “Judge Lynch is called for.”  Public temper was vicious.  Even Teddy Roosevelt from his ranch out in the Dakota Territory wrote that his rough-riding cowboys would like a chance at the Chicago mobs.

To begin with, 981 candidates for the jury were examined, every single one of whom admitted he had already formed an opinion of guilt.  One juror, as it happens, was a relative of one of the slain policemen.  The bailiff appointed by the court to select jurors said:  “I am managing this case and know what I am about.  Those fellows are going to be hanged as certain as death.”

REPORTER

What are the facts of the case?

ATTORNEY

Key witnesses admitted to having received money for their testimony.  Only one death was attributed to the bomb at Haymarket Square, and constituted the sole charge against them.  All or nearly all of the policemen injured had been shot by their fellow officers.  All witnesses agreed that no gunfire had come from the crowd.

REPORTER

Where was the presiding judge during all this?

ATTORNEY

He drew pictures instead of listening to testimony and joked with pretty girls during the trial.  He admitted publicly that he disdained precedent, and could manufacture law.

REPORTER 

Was the identity of the bomb-thrower ever established? 

ATTORNEY 

No.  Six of the defendants were not even present when the explosion occurred.  There is even 
ample reason for saying that had not the bomb been thrown, at least several hundred might have been killed or wounded by Inspector Bonfield and his bloodthirsty policemen.  The State's Attorney stated in fact that:  "These men have been selected because they were leaders."  He implored the jury to convict and hang them to "save our institutions, our society." 

REPORTER 

One last thing, Mr. Black.  What affected you most about the trial? 

ATTORNEY 

You own newspaper, Miss, when afterwards the Tribune asked for a public subscription of $100,000 to reward the jury for their heroism.  A just, honest jury might, however, have gotten lynched themselves.  Other newspapers ran headlines which said: "Chicago, the Nation and the Civilized World Rejoice," another "The Scaffold Waits - Seven Dangling Nooses Rejoice for the Dynamite Fiends."  Almost every newspaper in the country took the view that the communists, anarchists, and socialists should take notice of their possible fate and slink out of a country that had shown itself brave enough to resist their cowardly attacks. 

ACT 4

(ENTER FIRST SPIES, THEN FISCHER, ENGEL, AND LASTLY PARSONS, THEY WALK IN LINE AND TAKE THEIR RESPECTIVE POSITIONS ON THE GALLOWS)

INTERLOCUTOR

America, these were you sons!  Hear their lost words now…

AUGUST SPIES

Your ropes will effectively stop us from speaking, but – the time will come when our silence will be more powerful than the voices you are strangling today!  Here you will tread upon a spark, and here and there, and behind you and in front of you and everywhere the flames will blaze up!  You cannot put it out.  The ground is on fire upon which you stand!

Now these are my ideas.  They constitute a part of myself.  I say if death is the penalty for proclaiming the truth, then I will proudly and defiantly pay the costly price!  Call your hangman!  I am ready for him.

ADOLF FISCHER

The call for our hanging is a deathblow against free speech, free assembly, and free thoughts in this country.  If death is the penalty you insist on for our love of freedom for the human race, I will not remonstrate.

Once again the minions of the institutions of private property are being called upon in order to protect the interests of capital over those of labor.  Does the wolf suckle the lamb?  I hold not patience with half-measures looking for mere amelioration of wrongs done against us. The present system must be destroyed root and branch.  I am happy to serve that cause today. 

GEORGE ENGLE 

I found long ago that workingmen had no more rights here than anywhere else in the world. The 

history of all time teaches us .that oppressing classes always maintain their tyranny by force and violence.  My last message is this:  believe no more in the ballot, and use all other means at your command!  No power on earth can rob the workingman of his knowledge of how to make bombs, and that knowledge he now possesses.  I say:  Down with the thugs!  I say:  Peace to the producers!  I am done. 

ALBERT PARSONS 

Dynamite comes as the emancipator of man from the domination and enslavement of his fellow man.. It is democratic; it makes everybody equal...It is a peacemaker; it is man's best and lasting friend. 

Our message remains today on our last day what it was on our first day - agitate, organize~ revolt!  Burst open all stores and storehouses to the free access of the public - nothing short of this will relieve the world of this infernal nightmare of property and wages.  Do not talk to me of your industrial progress.  We charge you with this and you are not listening.  But you shall. 

SPIES

Our silence will be more powerful than the voices you strangle today.
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FISCHER

Hurrah for anarchy!

ENGEL

Hurrah for anarchy!

PARSONS

Let the voice of the people be heard! 
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Albert Parsons
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McCormick Strike
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Railroad Strike, 1877, 16th & Halsted
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