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WALTER GOnDON l'IEHRITT AND LABOR-filANP, GErmNT IlliLA TIONS 

ALISON C. ROTH AND LAURA SHOWAH 

IIUnchc:cked hUnlr'n pov\1er never stopr: f't the portr'ls of hurnen 

justice, t; 'JITf'rned \1\'81 tc:r Gordon Mrrri tt in f'n f'ddrrf~s to tIl(:' Brooklyn 

Institutr: of Arts f1no Scic:nct='s in 1937. 1 Tht=' E'vt='ning's topic I,I\IE'S 

the If1bor mOVE'ffic:nt in the U.S. pnd hlerritt Wf'S stronglY.f1dvocptinG 

rcgull:'tions of unions c"'no thc:ir f'ctivitif:'s. ThE' thC'rn(' is 8 fr­

rnili8r one for f'nyonc: vuho looks fit r~c:rritt'R Cf'rc:C'r. He spc-nt most 

of his life r'S f' courtroor:1 l"vilyrr b~,ttlinc; f'.gf'inr:t thr groviline 

l~lbor movt='mr:nt. Thr: fE'ct thE't hE' VIIf'S oftc:n succ(,ssful estclbliRhco 

hif: rt='putf'tion firmly E'f~ 1"11 ttc:nfmy of If'bor. [,2 

Mc:rritt's cprerr bc:grn in 1903 in the Dpnbury Hf1ttc:rsv Cf'Re:o 

Thf' IJc'rties involvecl w('rc: 8 If'boT union, thE' Uni teo Hf1ttc-TS 9 of 

North Americf', E'l1c1 E' h8-t w'nuf8cturC'r, Dic:trich LOe'V'·I(, pnd. Co. of 

Df'nbury, Connc:cticut. J..Jo('V'.1P r1:1n E'n tiopC'n tt ~-:hop-- hr hired both 

union E'nd non-union v'orlcE'rs o From 1900-1903 the' .All1E'ricC'n FC'Cierf1tion 

of Lf'bor undcry,Jent f' drivE' to unionize E'II shops. John li'ioffit, 

Prrsi0C'nt of tIl(? Hf1tters v union, tric-d to convincC' J~oe1Jllr to union­

iz,c:. Loe\lll(:' rrfu8c:a emphpticplly. Tht=' union CO'Ll.l1tE'rE'd I,I\lith P 

r~trike f'nd thr('(;t('nrd E' nf1tionvllior boycott of LorVol(,9 8 products. 

Lon"t=' IlrCjJE'T(,cJ to bfc;in 1('2;21 pTocE'c:clings f1gC'inf"{t the HE'ttE'X's to 

recover 10s8C:s of hip busincss. 3 

WE' 1 -be r Go rd on I'k rri tt 9 s ff' the r, C hf' rle E~, \nJf' 8 C'lr!o f' 11p t mpn­

uf1"cturer in Df'nbury, ['nd f' clof~e frie:no to Lot='YI'C:. Wf'ltC'r r.1c:rritt Vs 

invo 1 vcmC'nt in the: Hp ttc r8 9 Cf" f~E' lJc:gf'n in 1901, v.lhc:n the union 

pref1icJE'nt John Noffit fir~:t thrC:f'tenE'c1 J.Jorv·lE' "v1Jith the boycott • .At 

hif'~ fE'thc:rvG f1UetZef~-c.ionp 21-ye:E'r--olc1 W['ltrr v"rotr f'n F' rticlC' c:n­

title:(i tiThe ]\lcb'lcctfu Sick of Tr1"oe Unionif;r!l~ The Boycott.;; It 

vllf'~:: IlrivE'tC'ly pJ:'intrc1 [It his f,lthC'r's C'Xilfnse: but nc:v·'f~pF"'pC'r8 

throuGhout thE' country fC','turf (1 it F'nCl r;lr rri tt v 8 E' CCUf;E' tion thE't 

thE' AoF.L. hE'd be:comC" C" gigf'11.tic engine: of tyrcl11.ny throuc;h U8C" of 

th0' boyco tt VilE'S y·,icl ely rCF' d. 4 In his If1 tf X' booh:, p"'rJ'!~!J_p!'~ti.o.g 

YZll~p_9_lf~.~ .. }~iX.t~y..-X C::_f'J:f~ .9.t:. J-:!E'..l~q.~ Jfi.:.~t:OJ:Y_L r.lr rri t t vi vi cJ ly CI r f~ c ri be d 
thC:' Hf'ttcrsv CE'sC' f'11.ci repC'['Il~C'd '-[';lr ;·lPjTIC c'rc;u@'nt: 

~~he Arne ri CE'n Fr cl C Tt' ti on 0 f J.jf' bo r, 0 rgF'11.i ze U in 
1006, h80 up.vC'lopco c'n Pfitoni:::hinc mpchil1e to 
c]eptroy the gooch-Till f'nd lJuGinc:sG of mE'nuf:.:·oturers 
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ThE' Denbury H~tters 9 Cf.'S0' pe,ssE'cl through mf.'ny courts bE'fore 

finf.'l ,judgment V\1f.'S rE'f.'cheCl. It 1J\If.'S 1917 beforE' thE' Suprl?mE' Court 

mf.'de the ul timete decision in fevor of m['n['CC'ffient. LO('\III(." 1JI1[,S vin­

dicE'tco to the sum of $252,130 compensE'tion [lnd triel money. None 

of thE' Hetters lost their homE's or bE'nl( E'ccounts~ the A.F.L. col­

lec-t:('d ~~lG4,000 ['nd the hE'tters rpised the rE'st. 7 A note of irony~ 
Dietricll Loewe diC'd in 1935 E'.ftcr declE'ring bf'nkruptcy. His grf.'nd­

son, ME'thiF's C. JJoew(', Jr., joinE'd E' h~'tters union in 1947 in 
n 

WE'llkill, Ncw York. u 

A dirC'ct rE'sul t of t11(' HE'tters i C[',sC' IJIIE'S thE' CIE'yton Anti­

Trur.::t Act, lJf.'[1SCU in 1917, 1/,;hich frced unions from pro[1C'cution E'S 

monoj)olie8, r-tf.'tinG thet tithE' Ipbor of E' hUlTIE'.n bC'ing is not E' COffi­

mOtJity or ['rticlc of commcrce. I
: 9 

l'ikrri tt 's unsympE'thctic pno hc'rd-linE'o E'tti tuaf' to\~I("rd tIl(' 

~ilorkinc: mrn 1JI1f.'S firpt C'vidC'nt in his reE'ction to th" hF't t:crs in 

df.'nger of losing their homc-' s in the lIetters' Cf'sc. lIe:' ("ffec-(:c(1 

f1ympfl thy ~ 

:;But to sell hOli1fs--hoInf's of old pC'oplc, hOli1Cf~ 
thf't \i,lf1'l? 10vecJ--\tIIE'~-~ somethinc. Ii ghf.'stly 
~~]JE' c t~, c le 1["f.'~:: thus pro j C' C tl? d. 11. fe \111 reInF'rks 
by the l"uctioneC'r <'no in p JUf.'ttcr of minute's, 
~ femily Vlloula 10['C' their homC' ~ V"l1ich rcflecteo 
the c'ccumulC'tion of E' life'timC', jm1t C'S OVE'r-
night fur. LocwE' sC'emed to hf.'vC lost his busincpso.o 10 

but PC'S prE'pE'rC'o to go on Vii th thE' ("uction~ 

I1The: bpnkc:rs' cornmitte:e: IJIIE'S f't iilY C'lbo\) ureing 
compromisE', but I did not 1JI1ish to end ~hpt 
sCE'med to me to be E' noblE' bf.'ttlc 1JI1ith E'n E'nti­
climex of hc'cc;linG~ <'nu f 10, 8urrotmdcd by c;l<'ncc8 
of dif'F'pprovE'l froDI the bE'nldng , frf'tcrnity, I 
f'lli10UnCea thC'rC' v·lould be no cor;l:llroElif~e. t;ll 

To.Ic:rritt bclirvC'd th['t thC' unionws mOJ.i~'tf.'ry loss to IJo<?vvr V"PS 

pctuelly ~ l~bor movC'mcnt triumph. 

r;We rejoice thf't our rcp<?t'tE'O efforts to se'tt1(:' 
this CE'8C hE've b~en succC'ssful. WE' feel nothinG 
coulC hf've bC'ell bettC'r for orgrnizrd Ipbor or 
rrsouncJ morc to the rcputf'tion ['nd crC'0i t of or·­
gC'nizC'd l<,bor. If the union (hcJ not l;:CC' lJ its 
f.'grC'cmcnt \ith its 0,{·1J.1 I!1<?mbfrs, hov,) coulcl it: 1)(' 
(,X:lCCtcu thc't the union vi/oulo kC'f:~) E'c;reC'll1cnts 
'i ilii.~h cl:1,)10ycrf1.1;12 

In 1915, Tkrri tt lJ<?g['n \I'IIork for tl1C' Pennf-! ylvr'l1if' l'.'iining Com­

P[').1Y ,,~;hich V·lr'~' nling the: Unit('c1. l'.hnc Vvorb:rs. r~e'rri tt diei not 

pr(,f~('nt th(' C['SE' himsE'lf, but E'ctC'cJ ('f1 coor(:il1f'tor <'no str[ltrgiF!t 
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for the oth(-'r lE'\f\lyer8 employc:'d by th(-' compF'ny. All inform2tiol1. 

\f\1~lS i\mn0'led. to him 1:'no he c1ecid(-'d. hO\f\1 to usc i t. I\I~lnE'gcmE'nt won 

the c['se ~'nd thE' judgc·' l2t(-'r r(-'m2rkcd tlwt h0' h~ld l1.ev(-'r heprd such 

2 cc'refully org2nizcc) c28(-,.13 

M(-'rritt did. not 21vv2Ys \Mork for m('nF'gemcnt~ PS long 28 the 

p12intiff wrs 2nti-12bor, he sC'(-'mcd s2tisfied to t2ke the C2S(,. 

OnE' CE'se involved the h'"'ttcrs' union E',gein E'nd took p12ce during 

pE'rt of the time the DE'nbury IIE'tters' CE'sC' VIlE'S going on. In 1910, 

Dominick Connors, E' lillion hE'tt('r in Bethrl, Connccticut vilE'S fired 

by his employer becE'use of union prC'ssurC'. The union SE'id thE't 

Connors h2d not pc:lid hi(~ mliol1 dues v Connors f(-'lt the union olJ\1ed 

him money for strike benefits. Mrrritt filed suit E'gE'inst the 

union F'nd pon E' r('fu110 for Connors. 14 

Through the 1920's ~'n(l v30vs, J'.:erritt \Ii/rotc, fought ['11(1 oC'­
bF'tE'cJ E'gE'inst clof1 fc1 8hop;.:\ E'ne1 union ['cti vi ti(-'fi. Hc 21r;0 firEl1y 

lectured mE'l1f'gcmcnt on their rC'sponf\ibi1iticf~ to\l"F'rO 'i"orh:ers, 

which se(-'illed bE'sC'cJ on ('n 010-fE'8hionrd s(-'ns(-' of cJuty, pltruism or 

f1 no blC'G(-'\(, obligc.\( 1\t timC's, fj(-'rritt E'iJpCf'rf'd to bC' th(-' product 

of F' period Fd;ron{sly inf1ueJ.1c(-'d by sociE'l DE'rv,Iinism. At other 

times, he sccmed to be f' clE's8-con~ciou8 snob. He aivided society 

into t1l'10 clE'GsC's, the licreE'tivel7 C1E'8S, \~Ihich Vl'F'S, of course, 

m['nf:'gemcnt, ~'nc! thE' vlorkine clp,ss. The reE'l clF'nger to our ~'1ociE'ty 

F'11<.] :;:y:;{tem of frec enterprisE' VVE'G the prop['gF'ndF' of lE'bor lE'F'derB \f\/L 

die not prF'if1e the ('cre[='tive tt c1E'ss ['nd \\/ho dC'8cribed m[ln~'Gement 

::, fi F' COEUHon en0'my. 15 

In 1946, riI<:rritt reprc8cnt<:'d GenerE'l l:!otor8 E't [' fF'ct.··finc1ing 

pE'nel eluring E' 8tri1[(' thE't lJpo lE'steo months. Wt=' 1 ter R0'uthC'r, thE' 

preflic1ent of the Uni ted Auto WorJrC'rs Union, uemc'ncJf:d th~lt E' w'{!,e 

increE'sC' b0' grE'nted 2ccording to th0' F'bility of the individupl com­

p[lny to IlE'y. l.icl"ritt V,'~18 Ol)pof1C"d to the iaN', ,"ncJ E'pkC'o the 1]211('1 

not to Flllo,.,\1 it, F~inc(' :it nlight r('8u1t in difl'C'rC"nt V"['er levels 

for CE'ch of the lE're;e compi'niE'p.;; he F'lf~o contenoec: thrt Reu.th0'r 

",'ould not F'uhere to :;:uch [I proGr2nl v,'h0'n the i.Jrofi ts rC'c('ded. The 

pen('l took tiE1C' to conpiC:C'r the io(-'[', f'nd Llrrr:i tt rOF~(, \ili th hif'1 

cJC'leg[,tion 2nd v;I[11keu off thE' f100r. 16 Here is E' picturE' of Tkr­

ri tt in 2ction, immcc1i2tc1y follov"ing Hruther 9 8 Oefl1pnci s: 

W21t0'r Gorclon l":'c rritt rif1C'8 •••• Wh['t E' contrf'8t! 
I'.'I.rrri tt is 65, old 0'nou2;h to be thi;.:: 'vhipIKr-
811f'L)prr v 8 (H.euthervs) f,lther. Hi8 voice i[1 bl,:'no, 
SUE'VE', scnr.·:iblC'. Ik V"C'E'YS F' ooublE'-brcF'8trcl blE'ck 
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suitG.Gth~r~ is ~ ~plpsh of orf'ngc in his bl~ck 
ti0'. lIe i~~ th<." vrry picture- of re-cti tuck, sound­
n~ss9 probity. His voice is cprrfully couchcd to 
contr<'st 'I"ith Reuther's impC'tuosity; it is f' qui0't, 
conversptionpl voicfoo.H(' engpges in p little 
court('ous by-pl2Y ['bout his young 2ntt='gonist~ he 
tf'k('s th0' thr~e mf'n pf'nel into his confide-nce. Hif~ 
voice- is th~t of rn indulgfnt pprC'nt t~lkillg to 
equt'ls E'bout som0' difficult neighborhood boy.l7 

l\krritt's te-clmiquC' 'v\l['f~ p~'rtiE'lly the r0'sult of sOllwthing h~ 

hE'd 1e2rnC'd y(,2rs before' in the fpmous H2tt C' rs' C2S0' ~ 

Whcn I thought of th0' quiC't ['no dC'tcrmi11ed Lo("w~, 
I 1~E'rn~d 2 lef~fion thE't Gincc hps provC'n useful. 
In tin~f-i of inuustri,'l strifC', the' person vllho r-houts 
the' loudq:;t is not E'lv\lpys the' p~rso11 who 128ts the' 
longcst. lu 

In this Cf'S~, the lcsson VIIPS not so VE'lid~ Reu.ther gr'ined. most 

of his pointf~ for the Auto v·'orlccrs. 12bor VUe'S beginninG to ,-:in. 

In 1954, I"krri tt VIlE'S dropp('d ('S cOUl1sfl for the' Hrt Corporp-­

tion of .I:\m('ric~. IVo ('xp1211t'tion WNOl c;ive'n pt the' compF'ny's de­

cision to drop its 25 YC'Elr ,:'880ci[,tion VIIi th the firm of 1.1C1E'11Phpll, 

m:E'rri tt f'no Ingrf'hpm. Fri v2te'ly it Vil['S st,id thr't the C~"U8e 1,I\IPf~ 

rikrri tt 9 8 me'110v1Iin[,; towE'rd unions ~ h(' \ME' 8 110t tough ~nonf.;h in 110'­

goti.C'tionf~. The 1-J..11ion hpt offici21s concurr('d thf't 011 [-1~v('rf'1 oc­

c~8ions Juring the pr~vious Y0'f'r'8 strik(', Merritt 8e'rmed more in­

clined to yvork out f' p(,f'ceful forrnule thr'n othc:-r kry C01~1)[lny rcpre­
a e-n-~" -1- 1- Ve' CO< 1 9 .. \ L· (' L' 1.-' • 

If lY.krri tt 1J1/f'f~ r;mellov"ing[; tov\I['rd l'''bor ['8 he gn?w oloC"r, it 

8ho~~Q no positive influfnce on his ~ork or ~riti11C8. Only thrC"f 

yeprs befor~ (1951) he hpd Jubli~h~a his putobiogr2 phicpl book on 

lE'bor hiptory, PSJ:~t:.t.rl;p_t~i.on g}1)9:!9_\~:P"'!. At th0' time he: \,17[lS 71 8no tl10' 

book does not 80"lmcJ nle'110v" E't [,11. F~['r of lE'bor unio11s f'nC:1 Ipbor 

leC'cJC"rs is the ::.;trOn(!,C?8t theme runninG throuGhout. Though Merritt 

outv"2rcJly proffr~ 8ecJ h~ V'PS j)ro-union, h~ ['ttributcd clwr['ctcristics 

po c'l1ti-80cic'1 ['nel contrpry to our idcps of c1~mocrF'cy th['t you vi'on-­

C:kr on ',,;h['t r;roun(]8 he sW1 tf'incd·'his 1;("li(fs. (;IIir, prC"f'cnt[,tion of 

the Ipbor movc@rnt in Amrricp would not win MPny conv~rtp. to his 

fE'ith in lc'bor unions. ;;20 

Wf'l tcr Gordon Lcrritt \1"['8 pcti vc in 1("1V\7 until hic! dC'E'th Pt 8Q 

in S(-'ptcElbcr of 19GU. 21 Willi[lm H.r'pckc 9 fir8t 8clcctm['n of Fkw 

F2irficld, Connecticut where Ikrri tt he,d moved [lftE'r th~ I-If'tt~r8 v 
r ) " 

C[18e, procl['imccJ p. uc 1 y of mourninG for the to\.;n. r'.J 
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