Haymarket Riot:
Cause: After May Day strikers were assaulted/killed by police, Local anarchists quickly printed and distributed fliers calling for a rally the following day at Haymarket Square in Chicago.  These fliers alleged police had murdered the strikers on behalf of business interests and urged workers to seek justice. One surviving flyer printed in both German and English contains the words "Workingmen Arm Yourselves and Appear in Full Force!"

What happened?: A bomb was thrown at a line of police at the rally and police officers opened fire.  Resulted in 60 wounded police officers, seven dead policemen, and four dead workers.  Tally of injuries for workers is unknown because they were afraid to seek medical care.

Consequences:  8 men loosely connected to the labor movements at the rally were put on trial and 4 were hanged.  There was no evidence in the case.

Homestead Strike: 

Cause: The manager of the Homestead plant of Carnegie Steel Corp. locked out unionized workers during contract negotiations.  The union organized picket lines and patrolled the borders of the company property to prevent strike breakers from entering the steelworks.  The plant manager called in a group of Pinkerton Agents to try to get scabs/strikebreakers past the union lines.

What happened?:  the Pinkerton Agents and the strikers began firing on one another, resulting in a 2 day firefight that involved guns, a cannon, and fireworks.  The state militia had to be called in for a 95 day occupation of the plant to protect strikebreakers.  12 people died and many were wounded.

Consequences: Carnegie Steel was able to break the union involved and remain open without unionized workers for the next 40 years .
Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Fire:
Cause: Flammable textiles were stored throughout the factory, scraps of fabric littered the floors, patterns and designs on sheets of tissue paper hung above the tables, smoking was common, illumination was provided by open gas lighting, and there were no fire extinguishers.

What happened?: March 25, 1911, a fire began on the eighth floor, possibly sparked by a lighted match or a cigarette. A New York Times article also theorized that the fire may have been started by the engines running the sewing machines in the building. To this day, no one knows whether it was accidental or intentional. Most of the workers who were alerted on the tenth and eighth floors were able to evacuate. However the warning about the fire did not reach the ninth floor in time.

The ninth floor had only two doors leading out. One stairwell was already filling with smoke and flames by the time the seamstresses realized the building was ablaze. The other door had been locked, ostensibly to prevent workers from stealing materials or taking breaks and to keep out union organizers.

The single exterior fire escape, a flimsy, poorly-anchored iron structure, soon twisted and collapsed under the weight of people trying to escape. The elevator also stopped working, cutting off that means of escape, partly because the panicked workers tried to save themselves by jumping down the shaft to land on the roof of the elevator.

Sixty-two of the women who died did so when, realizing there was no other way to avoid the flames, they broke windows and jumped to the pavement nine floors below.   Others pried open the elevator doors and tumbled down the elevator shaft. Of the jumpers, a single survivor was found close to drowning in water collecting in the elevator shaft.  The fallen bodies and falling victims made it difficult for the fire department to reach the building.

The remainder waited until smoke and fire overcame them. The fire department arrived quickly but was unable to stop the flames, as there were no ladders available that could reach beyond the sixth floor. The ultimate death toll was 148, including 141 who died at the scene and seven survivors who later died at hospitals.

Consequences: resulted in a push for comprehensive safety and workers’ compensation laws 

Pullman Strike: 
Cause: Pullman Palace Car Workers received a 28% pay cut and went on strike.

What happened?: transportation across the country shut down as all railroad unions refused to switch Pullman cars in sympathy of the strikers.  Federal marshals were sent in to break the strike.  13 people were killed in the ensuing violence, 57 were wounded, and property damage in the amount of $6,800,000 in modern dollars was done.

Consequences: one of the leaders in the strike, Eugene Debs, was jailed.  During his jail time he read the works of Karl Marx and would later become the nation’s leading Socialist.  

Great Railroad Strike of 1877: 
Cause: wage cuts, distrust of capitalists and poor working conditions

What happened?: The great railroad strike of 1877 started on July 14 in Martinsburg, West Virginia, in response to the cutting of wages for the second time in a year.  On July 21 in Pennsylvania, militiamen bayoneted and fired on rock-throwing strikers, killing twenty people and wounding twenty-nine others.  Rather than quell the uprising however, this action merely infuriated the strikers who then forced the militiamen to take refuge in a railroad roundhouse, and then set fires that razed 39 buildings and destroyed 104 locomotives and 1,245 freight and passenger cars.  (Strike across West VA, Pennsylvania, and Chicago paralyzed railroad lines and erupted in violence.  Many were killed and wounded.  The strikes only ended after Pres. Hayes sent troops across several states to put them down.)

Consequences: Labor unions strengthened and more strikes occurred.  Cities and states readied militia and troops to break up strikes

