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  Because You Forgot

 So you walked out into the frigid early morning to the fog roll-
ing in through the town. Everyone around knew that there could be 
trouble before the day was out, but everyone knew that they were in 
the right, and that the battle needed to be won. The sun was just rising 
over the hill as the men carried signs  –  and sticks that were without 
placards as well. They knew who they were up against, and they had 
come prepared. 

Reginald stood next to you, and you could count about sixty men 
there in the chilled street, walking toward the mill. He said he thought 
that there were some still to join y’all, so he let out a call that echoed 
through the company town’s valley setting. You saw more men coming 
through front doors and around corners. You felt a sense of empower-
ment with so many men with you. You felt that maybe today would be 
the day where you could finish the work that had been started so long 
ago. 

Reginald Dorsey and you had an appointment with the mill’s man-
agement at noon, at which you would again present your, and the strik-
ers’, demands for an eight-hour day, overtime pay for people who earn 
it, and a reasonable base wage, so that all the folks who made their 
livelihood working there could lead decent lives. The strike had been 
incredibly long. Even though there had been longer ones; anybody on 
a strike that lasts any real amount of time feels the epic proportions of 
what he or she is involved in. 

The strike had been on for 86 days. Thanks to the solidarity of 
the IWW, the families of the workers hadn’t been starving. But there 
had been some serious situations. Bill Hanson had been killed by the 
Pinkerton officers that the mill bosses had hired, and Betsy . . .  Well, 
when that happened, folks really steeled around the movement. At first, 
we only had about half the workers with us, but then with Betsy and 
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Bill being attacked like that, the folks in town simply bonded beyond 
measure.

So the march was on. Only about a half a mile up the road was 
where all the main buildings for the mill were located. The offices were 
inside the second building on the left as you entered the complex. The 
guards kept the throngs of strikers out, but let you and Reginald in 
to go up to the offices. He looked at you and said, “Jean, I think that 
this day will be etched in our memory for a long time. Let’s get this 
right.”  You could imagine that he was right, and you just prayed you 
could. You were still listening to the chanting outside as you ascended 
the steps to the offices of the management, who you knew were sitting 
up there smoking their cigars right then, just trying to figure how to 
convince you to step away from your demands.

Just as you figured they would be when you got there; there were 
about seven of them, all sitting and puffing away. They didn’t offer you 
cigars, you wouldn’t have taken one anyway. You weren’t their friend. 
It wasn’t a relaxing time for you. You were trying to figure out how to 
make the pompous greed-whores release the strangle-hold that they 
had on the profits of a business that, simply, meant everything to so 
many people that they could scarcely care less about. They had done 
no more than contract the installation of it – where your friends and 
neighbors had been sweating and laboring for years, making it actually 
viable – without a reasonable kickback of pay, or even the most basic 
human respect. 

The two of you took the chairs that were sequestered at your own 
end of the long conference table, and you waited for the others to calm 
down. So then, Dwight Rexal, the owner of the mill, hastily and mock-
ingly asked “Have you finally decided to come back to work for the 
fair, and even, rather generous wage that I’ve offered you for the last 
five years?” After which his management team laughed with a sarcastic, 
feigned stifle through their smoke at you. 
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Your old friend and partner in this deal, Reginald, slowly and  
cleanly replied, “Actually, we’ve decided to stay out of your buildings, 
off your lines, and at your doorstep, until you grant us not only a fair 
wage of our determining, but an eight-hour day, a forty-hour week, 
and overtime pay for those who choose to work longer than that.”  You 
added, “We are not willing to go back to the pay that you have paid us 
for so many years, while you raise prices in your stores. 

“We have not been able to pay for new clothes, much less pay back 
loans that we took out for our homes from your bank, or into savings 
for our children’s future. What you are paying us is unconscionable and 
we simply, require an increase in our standard of living, through higher 
pay. Just look at you, smoking your cigars in your fine suits. You eat off 
silver, own jewels and expensive art. We make that money for you, and 
we live as paupers! There is no way of justifying the way you live. You 
will have to share the profits of this company with those who create it, 
or none will be made at all.” 

The managers weren’t laughing at that point. The cigars all got 
still, and they looked at each other as if looking for the one who would 
volunteer his own luxurious lifestyle as the first on the chopping block. 
After a long silence, one of them looked to you as if he was trying to 
understand a foreign language and replied, “So you want to live in the 
streets?” 

  “Have you not been hearing a word I’ve been saying?” you asked. 
Another manager tersely remarked, “What I think you didn’t hear 
there, was what Mr. Chappleton was saying; that we have no interest 
in paying you these inordinate amounts for your menial, and may I say, 
oftentimes, spotty labor. You have not proven that you are worth what 
you are asking, and as such, it will not be paid to you. You simply do 
not deserve it.” 

“Then we will shut you down,” spoke Reginald. “How can you 
say these things!?” asked a manager. Adding to which, the owner 
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continued, “We have ordered new workers. You and your men; I guess 
some of them have families, them too; must be out of our houses by 
the weekend so the new workers may move in with a minimum of dif-
ficulty.”  The managers seemed more at ease than earlier, snickering at 
this information. That was a twist of events. You and Reginald looked 
at each other with disbelief and pushed back your chairs. “This is not 
over,” you said, and the both of you walked out. 

As you went down those steps, you had an eerie feeling that things 
were going to get worse before they got better. You felt a chilling kind 
of emptiness; like a break in the connection with even the building 
that you were walking in. You had literally built that building with your 
own hands! You’d labored on the property for a lot of years, providing 
for your family (if even only just barely) because of this mill, and you 
had always felt a part of it; like it couldn’t do without you as much 
as you couldn’t do without it. As your hand slid down the smooth, 
cold railing during the descent of the stairs from the offices, it was the 
first time you could remember feeling so distant from that which you 
were touching with your own hands, that which had before, seemed so 
familiar, 

Your despondence, however, found itself heating up to a fire of 
rage, as it was fed by the sight of your brothers outside the chain link 
fence who were still holding their signs up with phrases on them that 
never should have been necessary to hoist into the air in the first place. 
You felt an almost cynical type of anger towards the owner and his 
men. And you could sense a wave of bristling hatred for the Pinkerton 
guards who were laughing at the two of you as you left, just growing. It 
was clear that they knew before you had gone up there what had been 
the news you’d received. You knew that you would be seeing each other 
again, but under very different circumstances when next you did. 

You so stoically walked in determined, straight steps towards the 
fence that your fellow strikers were standing beyond, only to be told as 
you got there that you were not allowed to exit through that gateway. 
The guards said they had been given orders to not open that gate under 
any circumstances, at all. You asked where you were supposed to leave 
through, and were told to go to the other end of the mill property, that 
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that particular fence was not able to be opened, and that that would be 
the end of that. 

You knew something was wrong with what you were hearing, and 
protested the point further; but the guard started getting aggressive, 
and you realized that a situation was at hand which needed to be played 
as cool as possible so that you didn’t play into the hands of the conniv-
ing deviants any more than you seemingly already had. As you started 
towards the office building, you were stopped by guards, again chiding, 
“You’d better leave before you’re thrown out for trespassing!”  You real-
ized that they were having fun making things tough on you, so the two 
of you started towards the back gate which was down the main path, 
and on the side with the river, knowing that you were not going to be 
able to change their minds. 

You yelled for some of your union brothers to meet you over at the 
back gate, and started walking over there. From where you turned the 
corner, you saw four guards standing at the back gate, waiting for you. 
They welcomed your approach to the opened gate with taunts about 
how you and Reginald were lucky that you hadn’t been beaten for tres-
passing on company land yet. You held your tongue, knowing that they 
would love an excuse to do just that. 

You could see your brothers from the line approaching and you 
waved to them. As you stepped through the gate’s opening, you felt a 
thud of a sharp pain in your ribs. You realized that you had been struck, 
and could feel panic setting in. Turning around, you saw Reginald fall-
ing towards you. It looked as if he’d been struck in the head. His eyes 
were closed, and he was falling fast forwards towards you and the open-
ing in the fence. You reached to catch him and looked back to see your 
fellow strikers running towards you as you fell. 

As Reginald landed in your arms, you felt a strong push in the 
middle of your back with something large and heavy. You were being 
kicked out of the perimeter by one of the guards, literally. As you fell 
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towards the ground under the heap of your friend, you understood that 
moment to be just a beginning of a new chapter in the saga that was 
unfolding in all of our lives. The gate closed after you, and our friends 
finally made it to the scene; only able to help you up off the ground 
as the guards had shut the gate behind you. Reginald was becoming 
lightly conscious as the five of you checked in on him again. 

Two of the strikers with you started to yell through the fence at 
the offending guards. Things like, “I will remember you!” and, “Why 
don’t you try and get somebody who’s looking at you?”  Taunting and 
angrily, the guards laughed and called back, “You should just leave now. 
There’s no way you’re going to get your jobs back now,” and “You don’t 
want to fight us, you don’t have the strength. Just look at your leaders, 
in a crumpled ball . . . Who’s going to talk for you now?”   They turned 
to leave, laughing on their way. 

The strikers continued to yell at them “We’ll get you for this, I 
remember your face Pinkerton boy!”   They turned to you and Reginald, 
who was coming out of his stupor with the help of the other striker 
who had stayed with you, holding Reginald’s head with a piece of his 
shirt. The bleeding was slowing down, coming from his temple. He 
became more cognizant, but he seemed a lot angrier than before. More 
strikers were running in from around the corner. They had heard the 
fighting from afar and were joining you at the back of the mill yard. 
Some threw sticks and rocks over the fence. A sinking sensation came 
with the realization that things were going to get worse before they got 
better. The workers would not take the news of what had transpired 
well.

Feeling as if you’d maybe broken some ribs, you hobbled slowly 
and solemnly back to town among the familiar throng. Reginald was 
walking mostly under his own strength at that point, and the rest of 
the men were plain incensed. They were talking about battlements, 
fairness, scabs, the Pinkerton crew, and how they were going take the 
mill back for themselves. All sorts of thoughts that were simply incon-
ceivable without violence and bloodshed. Inside you, there was a place 
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that didn’t want any of it. You wished you could just take your family 
far out West and hunt for a living, and have your wife take care of you 
and your youngins, not the bands of striking workers living in all those 
tents; to let them grow up and grow old, in peace. 

You knew though, that you were too entrenched in this community 
to step away. The people needed a voice like yours, one that had stood 
for years as an articulate voice working as a translator between the old 
language and the management. There was no way you could walk away, 
too much depended on the solidarity that you provided. If the bosses 
won, hundreds of your fellow workers – friends – would be lost in the 
woods out there, and the hundreds of others – the new workers – would 
have to put up with the same treatment that you had been dealing with 
for too long. The bosses needed to be taught a lesson, and you, with the 
help of all these men, would have to be the ones to teach it.

Back in town, things were tense. People were stocking up on sup-
plies and teeming in the streets, as if waiting for the mobilization 
to happen at any time. They all knew what would happen when the 
strikebreakers came; so everyone was gathering as much black powder 
and shot, lamp oil and canning jars, as they could manage. The town 
was going into war mode and you just felt sad. It was hard to feel good 
about the fact that it was all coming to a head the way it was. What you 
were asking of the bosses was not unreasonable. They were making so 
much money off the labor of others, and yet were completely unwilling 
to share that profit when the books were drawn up at the end of every 
month. 

Maybe they had some sort of ingrained philosophy holding that, 
since they were the ones who’d initially invested all the primary capi-
tal, that they should be the primary receivers of all future income. As 
if it would be a bad thing if everyone in town were able to have full 
meals when they sat down to dinner at night with their families. As 
if it would be wrong if people could able afford enough soap to use it 
every time they washed their clothes. As if they had some sort of God-
given right to all the luxuries that life had to offer, while everyone else 
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had somehow been determined by God to be less deserving for some 
reason. Well, truly, it did have to stop, and if you were going to be the 
one that had to draw that line in the sand, as it looked you were about 
to do, then so be it. 

Your determination steeled, looking around at the energy that your 
friends and neighbors were showing that day. It was easy to feel akin to 
your townsmen who were getting ready for the strange dawn which was 
about to rise. At home that night, you felt a calm sense of resolution 
that whatever would happen, would be for the best come morning. 

There were many ideas about where to really draw the line though. 
Many people had decided that they would not leave their homes, and 
others had agreed to go with the union to the big clearing at the side of 
town to erect a tent city, so that the new residents, maybe wouldn’t feel 
isolated immediately. There was a sense of hope that you would be able 
to sway them as well, to your side, co-opting the owner’s goals of keep-
ing them in his fold. You knew however, that would be a long shot, and 
that you would be lucky if they were anything less than violent towards 
you, in light of the fact that some would be denied homes by those of 
your collective who were refusing to leave their own. 

You, Reginald, and most of the others who were fathers, had 
decided to take your families to the tent city, assuming that the earli-
est violence would be focused on the houses that the company still 
owned for the most part, even though many of you had been making 
payments on them for many years. They were still not yours on paper; 
and as such, they’d be using all means available to them to assert their 
plan, and you wanted to have your children and wives out of the way 
when that happened. Many of the single men though, were ready and 
waiting for the Pinkerton boys who were headed their way. They were 
ready with shotguns and knives. They were ready with strong words 
and strong arms. 

They had no intention of leaving their homes. You even knew of 
a few folks who had decided to rig their homes with booby traps for 
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the Pinkerton crew; everything from harmless scare tactics to deadly, 
dangerous fire blazes that would start when doors opened or when 
tripwires were sprung. Those Pinkertons had no idea of what they were 
getting into. 

If they hadn’t been so cruel in the earlier months, you’d have felt 
bad for them. But they were the ones who had killed Bill, and they 
were the ones who had broken your ribs, Tim Lang, his legs, Betsy 
McConnah, the way she came home all bruised and crying one night. 
Everyone knew what had happened. It all had to stop. The lines had 
been drawn. There were now, so many lines, each with different sur-
prises behind them. Now, all anybody could do was wait.

The tent city went up with only a touch of difficulty. Some folks 
didn’t want to dig trenches inside their tents, but the interstaters from 
the IWW had told us that if anything were to occur within the night, 
that we would need them. Some of our boys had been in The Great 
War, so they knew what was meant by “anything” and they tried to 
keep it as clean as possible for the women and children, but it needed 
to be said that midnight attacks could happen, and they needed to be 
defended against. It was a tough time and tough lines needed to be 
drawn. 

The IWW was taking care of food and things, but they weren’t 
allowed to import black powder. Some sort of annoying clause in their 
paperwork somewhere that would delegitimize their stance as a politi-
cal organization if they were to provide arms to strikers. As if any other 
political organization in the world has ever acted without force. 

Sunday night would be when the rubber hit the road. You could 
hear men hollering all night. The campfires were highest that night as 
well. You knew that the men who had decided to stay in their houses 
were going to have a showdown the following morning, and you and 
the rest had agreed to be in town to support them when it happened. 
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The first train was scheduled to arrive at six o’clock in the morning, and 
when those new men got off those cars, that would start the day. 

The Pinkerton boys all were carrying rifles and were walking with 
a fresh swagger for having been deputized by the sheriff over the week-
end. They led the new workers down the middle of the main street in 
town to the homes that they were to live in. The first few were empty, 
but then they got to Joe Hampton’s place; and he was there to greet 
them. Joe had always been a sucker for a good fight, and now he was 
able to put that into play with good reason. It was almost funny the way 
he just opened the door like there was a salesman at it or something, 
acting as if he had no idea what was going on! The Pinkerton guard 
didn’t know who he was looking at and tried to pull on Joe’s arm. Good 
old Joe just grabbed that phony deputy and threw him right off his 
porch! He must have flown fifteen feet before he even hit the ground, 
and hit the ground he did! He must have slid another five or six feet 
before he stopped, but when he did, he got up (a bit slowly there), and 
looked so hot . . . 

All of us were just standing there holding signs, to let the thor-
oughly confused new residents know what they were walking into. 
Some of them started to look worried. Some of them started to yell at 
Joe. He just looked at them and at the guard who was making his way 
back up the steps (this time with two more of his crew). Joe spat on the 
ground in front of them. He said “You better get off my porch.” The 
mill deputy said “Oh yea?” and as soon as he did, Joe pushed a lever 
inside his doorway and the whole porch opened up into a vat of wet 
tar, which all three of them fell straight into! Boy, were they surprised. 
They were as stuck as they could be. All the sudden, some guard in 
the back let off a shot in the air. The fresh workers had been laughing, 
but they stopped right quick. You saw Joe pull out a cigar and light a 
match…




