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Labor Day is different in this country.  Really. 

Laborers around the world celebrate the benefits
gained by union organizing, including safer
workplaces and the five-day work week, on May 1. 
On that day in 1886, the forerunner of the American
Federation of Labor called a general strike to cap
its two-year campaign for the eight-hour workday.

Several U.S. cities and states celebrated a May
1 holiday for years, but the Federal government
picked the first Monday in September in 1894. 
(One reason that may have been given at the time
was to fill a gap between July 4 and Thanksgiving;
another was to separate our holiday from socialist
celebrations abroad.)

In the same spirit of quirkily independent
celebration, I made my annual Labor Day
pilgrimage.  I walked, not across the Mackinac
Bridge, but to Marshall’s own little-heeded labor
landmark:  the granite monument to the 1863
founding of the Brotherhood of the Footboard, later
the Brotherhood of Locomotive Engineers.

The monument sits at the corner of East Drive,
East Michigan Avenue, and Mansion Street. 
Erected and dedicated May 8, 1943 – the 80th
anniversary of the union’s founding – it notes the
leadership of two men from Marshall:  W .D.
Robinson and J.C. (Yankee) Thompson.  As cars
raced by on holiday errands, I read from the
inscription:

. . . Endowed with the spirit of these men to
improve their wages and working conditions, this
great movement has been carried on by their
successors for the improvement of
transportation service of all mankind.

The purpose of this organization shall be to
combine the interest of the locomotive engineers
or other men in engine service who are now or
may hereafter become eligible to membership in
this organization, elevate their social, moral and
intellectual standing; to guard their financial
interests, and promote their general welfare; its
cardinal principles, sobriety, truth, justice and
morality.

About 50 feet west of this amusingly pompous
circumstance, just the other side of a garden patch,
is another piece of granite.  On that rock is a rust-
green plaque – another oft-overlooked bit of what
we could call working-class Marshall history (to put
it gently).

Near this spot
900 feet north, 8/ east
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civil war

erected in 1923 by 
Calhoun County

Historical Society

Next I walked through downtown around 11am. 
State Street Mercantile, Jade Garden, and the
police and fire departments were the only places
apparently open.  Later, I saw more places open –
more people laboring on the day – on W est
Michigan Avenue’s commercial strip.

But first I went to J.C. (Yankee) Thompson’s
home, where the union was born.  It still stands, at
the corner of Linden and Hanover.  It has a plaque,
too – but only a few corroborative details in an
otherwise bald and unconvincing narrative.  (J is for
Jared; the W  in W. D. Robinson stands for W illiam.) 
And the punch line is a bit flat:  “Michigan History
Division, Department of State / Registered Local
Site No. 282 / Property of the State of Michigan,
1974.”  (I trust that last line refers to the sign.)

On my way home, I stopped at the parklet in the
triangle of Verona Road and Mansion and Plum
Streets.  I sat down briefly on a bench unheralded
by historic markers – and it swayed under me. 
(Some seats come loose, or tip over, under stress;
others are built to rock.  The same is true for
institutions.)

It’s ironic, I thought.  The labor movement,
whose solidarity brought us the weekend to begin
with, divided over its own holiday.  Maybe we need
two Labor Days.

Media expert Norman Solomon, in his Labor
Day column, envisioned a world where the work-
place was covered as up-to-the-minute as the
marketplace.  Imagine a ticker of employment,
wages, and work-related injuries and deaths. 
Imagine our politicians marching arm in arm with
CEOs only one day a year . . . in parades, in full
public view.

That would be a very different celebration. . . .
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