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Ava: [ will be portraying Charles F. Bostwick. He was the lawyer who represented the
People of New York in the case of People of the State of New York vs. Isaac Harris and Max
Blanck, who were tried for the charges of first and second-degree manslaughter.

Bostwick: The Grand Jury of the County of New York has indicted the defendants [saac
Harris and Max Blanck for manslaughter in its first and second degrees, and all that I am about
to say to you, the People will prove by evidence that will be adduced before you. There is a large
building at the northwest corner of Washington Place and Greene Street, ten stories in height; the
ninth, eighth, and seventh floors were used by the defendants as a factory. The defendants Harris
and Blanck did business under the name of the Triangle Waist Company, which was a
partnership to manufacture ladies' shirtwaists.

On March 25th at about 4:45 in the afternoon, as the employees were about to finish —
or had just finished their day's labor and were about to leave the factory, a fire started on the
eighth floor. Some of the workers were still at their machines and tables. There was a
considerable accumulation of scraps near the north end of the first cutter’s table. These cuttings
underneath the table ignited quickly— like tinder — and the fire spread with great violence.
More than 500 were employed in the three lofts occupied by the defendants, mostly girls and
women. There was only one fire escape in all of the buildings, which collapsed during the
rescue. Hallways and doors were obstructed by bulky machines and many people died due to the
door opening the wrong way. Firemen's ladders were too short to reach the highest levels, and
ineffectual safety nets ripped upon impact.

We bring forth Celia Walker Friedman to tell us about her experience.

Margot: “I could hear [the elevator] rush down and I was left standing on the edge trying
to hold myself back from falling into the shaft. I held on to the two sides of the open door.
Behind me, the girls were screaming and I could feel them pushing me more and more. I knew
that in a few seconds, I would be pushed into the shaft and I made a quick decision. Maybe
through panic or maybe through instinct, I saw the center cable of the elevator in front of me. I
jumped and grabbed the cable. That is all I remember. The next thing I knew was when I opened
my eyes and [ was lying on my back and I looked up into the faces of a priest and a nun who
were trying to help me.”

Ava: Now we bring forth Mary Domsky-Abrams to tell us about how others tried to help
those trapped in the building.



Margot: A group of men made a human ladder of themselves in an attempt to make it
possible for girls hunched in fear at the windows not yet on fire to cross over to the next
building, to which there was a small bridge (or passage.) But all the men, about 10 of them, fell,
not being able to bear up under the weight, and were killed together with those who tried to save
themselves. We were all deeply moved by the heroism and tried to kiss their bodies as they were
being removed to the morgue.”

Ava: The manager was reported to have attempted to use the fire hose to extinguish it,
but was unsuccessful, as the hose was rotted and its valve was rusted shut. Like many girls
trapped, “Daisy and her friend, Freda Polakovski, jumped hand in hand. Amazingly, Daisy and
Freda survived the plunge from the ninth floor. A rescue van transported both women to New
York Hospital, where Daisy lingered for two days and Freda for three, both finally dying from
shock and internal injuries." Even after all of this evidence against Max Blanck and Issac Harris,
they were still found not guilty. Though they were not punished for their actions, the women of
the factories worked to make their workplaces safer.

One of the loudest voices for this activism was Rose Schneiderman, the founder of the
New York Chapter of the International Ladies Garment Workers Union. She gave this speech at a
memorial meeting held in the Metropolitan Opera House on April 2, 1911.

Rose: I would be a traitor to these poor burned bodies if I came here to talk good
fellowship. We have tried you good people of the public and we have found you wanting.

The old Inquisition had its rack and its thumbscrews and its instruments of torture with iron
teeth. We know what these things are today; the iron teeth are our necessities, the thumbscrews
are the high-powered and swift machinery close to which we must work, and the rack is here in
the firetrap structures that will destroy us the minute they catch on fire.

This is not the first time girls have been burned alive in the city. Every week I must learn of the
untimely death of one of my sister workers. Every year thousands of us are maimed. The lives of
men and women are so cheap and property is so sacred. There are so many of us for one job it
matters little if 146 of us are burned to death.

We have tried you citizens; we are trying you now, and you have a couple of dollars for
the sorrowing mothers, brothers, and sisters by way of a charity gift. But every time the workers
come out in the only way they know to protest against conditions which are unbearable the

strong hand of the law is allowed to press down heavily upon us.



Public officials have only words of warning to us--warning that we must be intensely
peaceable, and they have the workhouse just back of all their warnings. The strong hand of the
law beats us back, when we rise, into the conditions that make life unbearable.

I can't talk fellowship to you who are gathered here. Too much blood has been spilled. I
know from my experience it is up to the working people to save themselves. The only way they
can save themselves is by a strong working-class movement.

Bostwick: And did you achieve what you hoped for Rose?

Rose: Mostly, a large influx of workers who joined the union I founded. The membership
of the International Ladies’ Garment Workers Union doubled after the fire and in the 1970s,
membership peaked at around 20-21 million people.We also got the Sullivan-Hoey fire
prevention law and the New York Fire Prevention Bureau was founded. Around 30 other laws
were passed as well, but those were the most notable. The Sullivan-Hoey law required employers
to install sprinklers in the buildings that they worked in. The powers of the Fire commissioner
were expanded as well.

Bostwick: One of my biggest regrets is that Issac Harris and Max Blanck were never
punished for the murder of all of those women and children. The Diamond Waist Company
factory burned twice, in 1907 and 1910, while the Triangle plant was torched twice in 1902. It is
suspected that Blanck and Harris set fire to their offices premeditated to get paid for the
substantial fire insurance policies they bought—a frequent practice in the early 20th century.
Although this was not the reason for the 1911 fire, it did play a part in the catastrophe since
Blanck and Harris did not want to put in sprinkler systems or take any other safety precautions in
case they had to set fire to their shops again. Other than to avoid stealing, management began to
lock the steel exit doors to prevent the women from leaving work to use the restroom. All of their
tight and harsh regulations backfired on the women, and they were forced to pay the price with
their lives.

Margot: The Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Fire was a turning point for women activists
because it led more women to participate in the International Ladies Garment Workers Union
and protest for what they believe in. Their protests were successful, meaning they led to the
Sullivan-Hoey Fire prevention law and the creation of the New York Fire Prevention Bureau. We

made it possible for workplace safety today.
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When I was 9 or 10 I read this graphic novel about the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Fire. I
didn’t know what it was or how it had gotten to me, but I knew it was an important story. I kept
the story with me and when we were told about the theme for National History Day this year, |
knew it would be a perfect choice. It was a story that not many people knew, but a big enough
event that there would be a good amount of resources for us. I particularly remember this story
because most of the women and girls who had died were Jewish, just like me. I felt a connection
to them since my family had also come through Ellis Island in the early 1900s.

We started our research with a simple Google search about the events. We found many
great resources there as well as a database full of testimonials, survivors' accounts, and union
leaders' speeches after the event. After we had a good base for our research, we started looking in
the Library of Congress archives and found newspaper articles about the event. We also looked
in Gale, where we found the transcript of the court case against the owners, Max Blanck and
Issac Harris. They were being charged with first and second-degree manslaughter but were found
not guilty. This was the base on which we built our script around, incorporating legal aspects and
using the legal framework to tell the story.

When looking at our options for the project types, we knew we didn’t want to do a
documentary or an exhibit. We felt that the best way to showcase our research and turning point

was a performance because it gave the audience a way to connect with the people who died.



Watching someone act out what happened and hearing and seeing what they went through gives
you a deeper understanding and connection to the event. We wanted our audience to understand
how horrific the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Fire was and the outcomes of the women activists
who protested for labor reforms.

The Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire was a turning point for women labor activists
because many women decided that they wanted to push for labor reform through the
International Ladies Garment Workers Union and protest for their safety. This influx allowed for
real change to happen in labor laws, including the Sullivan-Hoey Fire Prevention Law and the
creation of the New York Fire Prevention Bureau. The Sullivan-Hoey law made it mandatory for
sprinklers to be installed in every building that had people working in it. These women’s drive

and desire made it possible for people today to be safe in their work environment.
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