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WALTER GORDON MERRITT AND ILABOR-MANAGEMENT RELATIONS
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"Unchecked humen power never stops ot the portels of humen
justice," werned Welter Gordon Merritt in en address to the Brooklyn
Institute of Arts end Scicnces in 1937.1 The evening's topic wes
the lebor movement in the U,S., #nd llerritt wes strongly.eodvoceting
reguletions of unions ond their sctivities., The theme is & fa-
miliar one for enyone who looks at Merritt's cerecer. He spent moet
of his 1life o= o courtroom lewyer bettling egerinet the growing
lebor movement. The fect thet he wes often successful established
hi¢ reputetion firmly es on “enemy of 1abor. 2

Herritt's cereer begen in 1903 in the Denbury Hetters' Corc,
The perties involved were e lebor union, the United Hetters' of
North Americe, s#nd & het menufecturcr, Dietrich Loewe end Co. of
Denbury, Connecticut. ILoewe ren en “opcen®” chop~— he hired both
union end non-union vorkers, From 1900-1903 the Americen I'cdcretion
of Lebor underwent o drive to unionize #11 shops. John koffit,
President of the Hatters' union, tried to convince Loewe to union-
izes Loewe refused empheticelly. The union countered with e
strike end threetened e netionwide boycott of Loewe's products.
Locwe prepered to begin legel proceedings egeinst the Hetters to

recover losseg of higs busin@ss.3

Welter Gordon Merritt's fether, Cherles, wes pleo o hot men-
ufecturer in Denbury, #nd o closec friend to loecwe, Welter lerritt’'s
involvement in the Hetters' Cose begen in 1901, when the union
nresident John Moffit first threetened Loewe with the boycott. At
his fether®s suggesrtion, 2l-ycer--old Welter wrote en erticle cn-
titled “The Neglected Side of Trede Unionism: The Boycott,” It
wes privetely printed et his fether's expense but newspepers
throughout the country feotured it ond licrritt's eccuseation thet
the A.F.L. hed become o gigentic cngine of tyrsnny through use of
the boycott wes widely reed.4 In his leter book, Destinetion
Unknoyn: Tifty Yeers of Lebor History, Nerritt vividly described
the Hettera' Cose and repcoted -the seome orguancnts

The Amcricen Tederetion of Lebor, orgenizcd in
1806, had developed en estoniching mechine to
destroy the goodwill #nd business of menufeeturers
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The Denbury Hatters'® Cese passed through meny courts before
finel judgment wes reeched, It wes 1917 before the Supreme Court
mede the ultimete decision in fevor of menegement. Loewe wes vin-
diceted to the sum of $252,130 compensation snd triel monecy. None
of the Hetters lost their homes or benlk eccounts: the A, F.L. col-
lected $164,000 end the hetters reised the r@st.7 A note of irony:
Dictrich Loewe died in 1935 efter declering benkruptey. IHis grend--
son, Methise C. Loewe, Jr., joined & hetters union in 1947 in
We1llkill, New York, O

A direct result of the Hetters' Cesec wes the Cleyton Anti-
Trust Act, peerecd in 1917, which frecd unions from proseccution es
monopolies, steting thet “the lebor of » humen being is not ¢ com-

modity or erticle of commerce,®d

lilerritt's uneympethetic end hord-lined ettitude towerd the

working men wes firet cvident in his reection to the hetters in

S

denger of losing their homes in the IHettere' Cese., He effceted

aympathys

“But to s¢ll homes---homes of old pecoplc, homes
thet were loved—-wes somcething. A ghostly
gpectecle wee thus projected, A few remerks

by the euctioneccr #nd in & metter of minutes,

& femily would losc their home, vwhich reflected
the eccumuletion of & lifetime, juset o8 over—

night bMr. Loewe scemed to heve lost his business, o o LV

but wea prepered to go on with the suctions

“The benkers® committee wes ot my clbow urging
compromire, but I did not wish to end whet

acemed to me to be & noble bettle with en enti-
climex of hepgling; #nd mo, surroundcd by glences
of disepprovel from the benking fretcrnity, I
snnouncced there would be no compromisc.©l

llerritt bhelicved thet the union's mouctery loss to Loewe wos
ectuelly @ lebor movement triumph.

“We rejoice thet our repeeted effortes to settle
this cege have been successful. We feel nothing
could heve been better for orgenized lebor or
resound more to the reputetion end crecit of or-
genizoed lebore If the union ¢id not lkcepn its
egreement vith its ovm members, how could it he
cxneceted thet the union would keep egrecments
with cuployers,©l2

In 1915, Merritt begen work for the Penneylvenie lMining Coin-
peny which wee suing the United lMine Workers, licrritt did not

present the cesc himself, but ected s coordinstor end stretegist
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for the other lewycre cmployed by the compsny. All informetion
wes funneled to him end he decided how to use ite. IMenegement won
the cesce end the judge leater remerked thet he hed never heerd such

& cerefully orgenigzed case,13

Merritt did not elweys work for menegement: o8 long e the
pleintiff wee enti-lebor, he scemed setisfied to teke the cese,
One cesc involved the hotters' union egein end took plece during
pert of the time the Denbury Hetters' Cese wes going on. In 1910,
Dominick Comnors, & union hetter in Bethel, Connecticut wes fired
by his cmployer beeeuse of union pressure. The union seid thet
Connors hed not perid his union ducs; Connors felt the union owed
him monecy for strike benefite., Merritt filed esuit egeinst the

union end wvon o refund for Connors.l4

Through the 1920's ond '30°'s, lerritt wrote, fought ond de-
beted sgeinst clored shops end union ecctivities. He eolro firmly
lecturcd menegement on their responsibilities towsrd workers,
which scemed besed on en old-Ffesghioned senee of duty, oltruism or
"noblerac oblige.™ At times, Merritt eppeared to be the product
of & pcriod sitrongly influcnced by socisl Derwinism. At other
times, he geemed to be o cless—~conscious snobe. He divided socicty
into two classcs, the "creetive®™ clese, which wes, of course,
menegenent, #nd the working cless, The recel denger to our society
end eystem of free enterprise wes the propegende of labor leaders wh

did not preisc the “creotive®™ cless end who described menegement

e
ap g conmmon cnemy.l)

In 1946, Merritt renrecscnted Generel hotors et o fect-finding
pencl during & strike thet hed lested months, Weltcr Reuther, the
prestident of the United Auto Workers Union, demended thet & wage
increese be grented sccording to the ebility of the individuel com-
peny to pey. lierritt wes opposcd to the idee, #nd esked the nencl
not to ellow it, since it might reeult in diffcrent wege levels
for cech of the lerge comprnies; he olrio contended thet Reuther
would not edhcre to such ¢ progrem when the profite rcccdeds. The
penecl took time to consider the ider, end Herritt rose with his
delegetion end welked off the floor.16 Here ims e picture of Uer—
ritt in ection, immcdistcly following Reuther's demende:

Wolter Gordon Merritt rices....Whet o controet!
Herritt is 65, 0ld cnough to be this vhipper—
snepper's (Reuther's) fother., His voice is blend,
sueve, sfengsible, He weers o double-=breested bleck
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SUlteeothere is & @plesh of orenge in hie bleck
tice He ie the very picturc of rcctitude, sound-
neas, probity. His voice is cerefully couched to
contrerst with Reuther's impetuoeity; it is & quiet,
conversetionerl voice..o.He cngeages in & little
courtecous by-pley eobout his young entegonist; he
tekes the three men pencl into his confidence., His
voice is thet of en indulgent perent telking fo
cguals ebout some difficult neighborhood boy.
erritt's technique wes pertielly the result of something he
had leerncd yeers before in the femous Hatters' Cese:

When I thought of the guict end determined Loewe,
1 lecerned o lesson thet since hee proven uscful.
In tinmee of industriel strife, the pcrson who shouts
the loudcgt is not elweys the person who lests the
longost.lu
In this cese, the lesson wes not so velid; Reuther gerined most

of his pointe for the Auto workers, Lebor wes beginning to win,

In 1954, lerritt wos dropped o8 counsel for the Het Corpore--
tion of Amcrice. DNo cxplenetion wee given ot the compeny's de-—
cigion to drop ite 25 yeer rasocistion with the firm of licLenshen,
lierritt end Ingrehem. Privetely it wes seid theot the ceusc weg
Merritt's mellowing towerd unions: he wee not tough enough in ne-
gotiations, The union het officiels concurred thet on scverel oc-—
casions during the previous yeer's strike, lMerritt scemcd more in-
clined to work out & peeaceful formuléd then other key conmnpeny repre-—
ac 19

ntetives.

IT Merritt wes "mcllowing™ towerd lobor eos he grew older, it
showed no positive influence on his work or writingst, Only three
years before (1951) he hed publiched his sutobiogrsphicel book on
labor history, Degtinetion Unknown, At the time he wes 71 and the
book does not sound mcllow ot #lle Feer of lebor unions end lebor
leaders is the strongest theme running throughout. Though Merritt
outwerdly professed he wost pro—union, he ettributcd cherecteristics
g0 enti-sociel ond contrery to our ideess of democrecy thet you won-
der on whet grounds he susteincd his belic¢fs. "His presentetion of
the lebor movement in Amecrice would not win meny converts to hie
feith in lebor unions, <0

¢)

Welter Gordon lLicrritt wos esctive in lew until hie deeth ot 63
in September of 1968.21 Williem Reocke, first sclectmen of liew
Feirficld, Connecticut where licrritt hed moved efter the Hotters'

nr

, e ; )
arcy procleined & dey of mourning for the tovm. 27
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