Union Bashing 
A present threat to workers’ rights.
After the crash of 1929, miners were desperate in eastern Kentucky. Without a union and with wages at rock bottom they lived precariously. The United Mine Workers did not have the power to organize, but a new union, the National Miners Union, came to Harlan and Bell Counties to do so.

In February of 1931 they called a strike. Thousands went out. The union set up soup kitchens and collected and distributed clothes, The Red Cross would not help because the strike was not a “natural disaster.”

The mine operators hired 325 armed guards, many of whom were made sheriff’s deputies. The miners called them “gun thugs.” In April a guard shot and wounded William Burnett, who shot back and killed the guard. On the morning of May 5th the deputies set out to run off some men picketing a mine. At a railroad crossing, they were met by a carload of miners. Miners were in the hills on both sides of the tracks. The Battle of Evarts began. It is said a thousand shots were fired. At least four people were killed, among them deputy sheriff Jim Daniels. 

Governor Flem Sampson sent in hundreds of National Guardsmen to stop the union organizing. Thirty-four miners and one guard were arrested. Their trial was moved from Harlan to Winchester because the prosecutor felt he would have trouble getting convictions in Harlan. Some miners were sent to the state prison. The NMU drive failed. The miners nearly starved and couldn’t hold out during the strike.

The Harlan County Coal Operators Association not only controlled the sheriff and his deputies. In a senate hearing, Senator La Follette asked George Ward, secretary of the Association, if it took any part in the politics of Harlan Country. Ward replied, “No sir, it does not.” 

La Follette: “Who is the Chairman of the Republican Committee of Harlan Country?”
Ward: “I am.”
La Follette: “”What position, if any, does Mr. Dickinson hold with the Harlan County Coal Operators Association?”
Ward: “President.”

See Appalachian People’s History Book (Crowell), pp. 65 + 78
