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Document 5.4 “The Strikes” (1863) 
 
President Abraham Lincoln, who had defended the right of the shoemakers to strike in 1860, saw absolutely no 
role for the government, even in wartime, to act on behalf of employers as strikebreakers. Employers in the New 
York shipyards refused to accept union terms, confident that government concerns over meeting contracts with 
the Navy would force Federal intervention. A delegation of the striking unions went to Washington and met with 
Lincoln, who pleaded neutrality but promised the workers that the government would hold the companies to the 
contract, effectively forcing the bosses to settle with the strikers. 

 
The great strike continues in all its magnitude. The Committees sent by both parties have returned—ours has the 
inside track. The employers, taking time by the forelock, scarcely waited for the expiration of the three days’ grace, 
ere they hurried off a Committee to secure a respite in the shape of an extension of time on their work, so that the 
patriotic Christian souls could starve the worm that labors for his daily bread into submission, without loss to, 
themselves. The Committee were furnished with the necessary documents to prove that we were growing rich. As a 
sample of their statements, I will give you one on wages; the Committee told the Secretary of the Navy that they 
were, and had been, paying machinists from two dollars and a halt to four dollars per day, and to advance an 
additional twenty-five per cent would ruin them. Their statement was not allowed to remain undenied, for we had 
a Committee of the first class after them, headed by our worthy President. 
 
Our Committee, immediately after its arrival waited upon the President, and were received in a manner that 
showed conclusively the worthy old gentleman had not left all his sympathy for laboring men with his maul and 
wedges in the prairie State. After hearing our statement, he told us he could do nothing as President, but as 
Abraham Lincoln his sympathies were with us, and further, having been raised in a rural district, he had never 
participated in a strike. The only one he had ever beheld was a strike among the Shoemakers of Haverhill, 
Massachusetts, some twelve or fifteen years ago, in which the Shoemakers succeeded in worsting the bosses. As to 
the present strike, he considered the Employers the first strikers, as they refused to accept the terms offered by the 
men, and thereby compelled the latter to cease work, or, as they term it, go on a strike; and now that both were on 
a strike “the best blood would win.” 
 
He then recommended the Committee to call on the Secretary of the Navy, and to insure prompt attention, gave 
them a note to the Secretary, asking an immediate interview, which, upon presentation, was granted. The 
Secretary informed the Committee that they had been anticipated by another Committee, and he then stated what 
they had said about the wages; also, that they had with them a series of resolutions that had never seen the light, 
but had been concocted in some secret session, and as such, could not be received by him. He assured them (the 
employers) that no extension could be granted. 
 
When our Committee heard the astounding falsehood in reference to wages paid, they promptly proposed to 
accept the rate of wages paid by any of the outstanding firms as they appear upon their books, and if the same 
averaged two dollars power day for good workmen, the men now out would at once withdraw the demand for the 
advance, and resume work. But the call was not responded to, for the Committee of silk stocking and kid glove 
order had been a hasty retreat, when they found men with facts and figures were close upon them. The Secretary 
assured our Committee that no extension of time would or could be granted by any one in his department, as 
Congress alone possessed power to grant it. 
 
Having discovered, from the highest sources, that the canard announcing an extension was entirely without 
foundation, the Committee returned, and on Thursday last reported to the Association. The report was received 
amid vociferous cheers, and the meeting adjourned with three times three for the President, the Navy Department 
and fair play. This seemed to be the flank movement that was to drive the barb home to the breasts of the would-
be tyrants. 
 
Source: New York Times, December 5, 1863. 
 


