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The Battle in Seattle — 1934
By Dave Chaddock

Seventy-five years ago, Seattle was the scene of a ti-
tanic struggle that climaxed at Smith Cove (today
known as Piers 90 and 91). If you visit the little park
at Smith Cove today, a marker tells a bit of history
(how it got its name, how it became the biggest pier
complex on the West Coast, etc.) but completely omit-
ted is any mention of the fact that when the pier com-
plex first started operating in 1915, Seattle longshore
workers had an agreement with the Port of Seattle that
only union men would work at the Cove. Nor is there
a word about the pitched battle that took place in July
of 1934 as heroic Seattle workers resisted the city’s
attempt to impose a scab workforce on the docks.

Most histories of the 1934 period center on San Fran-
cisco, and with good reason. It was in Frisco that
Bloody Thursday took place and Harry Bridges
emerged as the leader of our union. But Seattle had a
memorable history of its own, not only in 1934, but in
the decades leading up to 1934 as well. San Francisco
may have had its general strike in 1934, but Seattle
had already done that in 1919. It was the state of
Washington which gave the most votes to the Farmer-
Labor Party in 1920, and it was Washington, once
again, that, in earlier years, had topped all other states
in requests for socialist literature from the publishing
house of Charles H. Kerr in Chicago.

Marvin Stanley Ricks, a Portland dock worker in the
1934 strike, who died earlier this year, was quoted in a

recent issue of the Dispatcher as saying: Years ago
we were looked down upon and called Communistic
bums. I used to be against the idea of Wobblies, and
against Communism, but you need some no-good so-
and-so to stir it up and get you going. I think nearly
all of our early top leadership was a little bit on the
Wobbly side.

Basically, the creed of the LW.W (the Industrial
Workers of the World, commonly referred to as the
‘Wobblies’) was quite simple. All the workers were
to be organized into one big labor union. And as the
preamble to the LW.W. Constitution declared, it was
“the historic mission of the working class to do away
with capitalism.” Strikes, ending in a general strike,
would force the employing class to capitulate. It was
a naive and utopian vision, no doubt, but hardly a
murderous one. Yet it was in Centralia, Washington,
where armed members of the L W.W., simply defend-
ing their hall against a vicious attack, and subse-
quently killing an intruder or two; were condemned
and put on trial as murderers. A huge campaign of
lies and repression was launched, and Wobblies eve-
rywhere were subject to manhunt, arrest, and defama-
tion. The Wobblies, we may say, “got a bad press.”
But it was in Seattle, perhaps more than anywhere
else, where Wobbly strength reached its maximum.
Here near the center of Skid Road there was a huge
second-floor Wobbly Hall. And every night, at the
nearby newsstand, there would be soapbox oratory.
Street polls indicated that 90% of  copsinued on page 2






