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We knew that we wanted to do a topic that related to lowa because our roots are in lowa.
Additionally, we wanted to do a project on a labor dispute because they are historically full of
conflicts. After looking at the list of topics on the National History Day of lowa website, we
initially thought that the Muscatine Button Factory Strike sounded mundane. However, when we
did more research into the Button Factory Strike, we discovered that it created many labor and
workmen's compensation laws. Also, we were transfixed by the fact that factory owners kept jars
of eyeballs and fingers in the factories. Finally, the main people in the conflict were the factory
owners and Pearl McGill; therefore, we knew that together we could make a group project
showing the conflicts and compromises of the strike.

We conducted our research using a large variety of primary and secondary sources. To
start our research, we used Jeffrey S. Copeland’s book Shell Games. In this book, Copeland
visited Muscatine to do most of his research, making it a reliable source. The book focused on
Pearl McGill’s life in Muscatine and her role in the button factory strikes, changing from a
factory spy to a worker sympathizer. Additionally, it contained a list of resources in the index,
which we were able to use to discover other primary and secondary sources. Furthermore, our
visit to the Muscatine History and Industry Center was extremely useful. Director Mary
Wildermuth gave us an in-depth tour and provided us with information on the button making
process and the strike. While there, we read McGill’s personal letters and other primary
resources, which provided quotes for our performance.

We picked the performance category for several reasons. First, when we were
researching, we discovered that there were two main sides to the conflict: the owners and the

workers. We knew that we could characterize Pearl McGill and the factory owner John Weber to



show both viewpoints in the labor dispute. To write our script, we used many quotes and
integrated them into our performance. To depict the shock that we experienced during our
research, we choose to set up the stage with a table having jars of eyes and fingers. Also, safety
was a big conflict between the two sides, so the jars represented working conditions as well.
Likewise, we chose the two poster signs of the Universal Satisfaction button card and AFL-CIO
logo to represent the opposing sides. Finally, we researched and found historical costumes to add
realism and depth to characters.

Our project fits the National History Day theme of Conflict and Compromise in History
because the factory owners and union’s conflicts triggered the strike and ensuing compromises.
These conflicts included the unsafe working conditions, unfair pay, and union demands.
Additionally, the owners and workers maintained disputing viewpoints as to the root of the
conflicts. However, the strike impacted the owners to compromise by raising the wages, and it

impacted Iowa and the nation into creating workplace legislations.
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38.
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supply of shells in Muscatine. We used this to understand how large the button industry
was and the changes that were occurring from the factory viewpoint.

Lundquist, Ernest. Button-Making Machine, Google Patents, 4 Apr. 1911.

This is the original button-making machine patent. It shows how the buttons were
produced and how workers could easily be injured by using them. We used this
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body and the companies were trying to make the process safer.
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This article was found in the Lincoln, Nebraska paper. In the paper, they state that there
was rioting and troops had to be sent by the governor of lowa. We used this to understand
how there were physical conflicts from the strike.
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This article was found in a newspaper close to Muscatine. It states that the button
factories in Muscatine had shut down due to overproduction and that the union was newly
formed. We used this to show the factory owners’ viewpoint of why they shut down.
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Chronicling America, Library of Congress.

The Day Book was a newspaper for the working class of Chicago. This article was about
E.C. Rodger’s visit to Muscatine during the strike and describes the police fighting
against the strikers and the strike hurting the businesses of town. We used this to
understand the effects of the strike on the town.
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Newspapers.com.

The Des Moines Register published this article regarding the 1911 Muscatine Button
Factory Strike. The Register had a Samuel Batten come in to study the strike to examine
how it happened and to examine the effects it had on the town and lowa. We used this
article to show the conflicting viewpoints on how the strike as he favored the factories
and stated that there was unskilled labor.

“Special Police for Muscatine.” The Daily Times, 13 Apr. 1911, p. 1. Newspapers.com.

This was an article found in the Davenport, lowa newspaper. In the article, they state that
there were twenty special police in Muscatine from Chicago and St. Louis. We used this
to show that additional help was used to police the strike.
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“UI Collection Guides -McGill Family Papers, 1885-2005.” Edited by Karen Manson,
University of lowa Libraries, University of Iowa, 2006.
This resource was a collection of the letters that Pearl McGill sent to her family and
friends, so we consider it primary. This correspondence gave us insight into her view of
the button factories and what she experienced in Muscatine. We used these letters as
reference to her opinion on the matters of labor rights and the button factories.
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Tariff Act of Oct 3, 1913, Nov. 15-16, 1919. 66th Cong. 2nd sess. Washington: GPO,
1920.
This report was a summary of the Senate discussion regarding Section 339 of the Tariff
Act. This act discussed wages and taxes for workers around the United States because of
the tariff. We used this bill to explore the wage gap and the decrease of pay during 1911
in the Muscatine Button Factories.

“US Button Co.” Kaboodle, Muscatine, 1911.
This is a picture of one of the button cards that the Universal Satisfaction Button
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it came from Muscatine.
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show the lost fingers and to show how big the button factories were to Muscatine and the
United States.
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Frances Hurd published this article in 1966 to explain the button industry centralized in
Muscatine. She also explains how the entire town was affected when the factories issued
their shutdowns. We used this book for information about the impact of the industry on
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This is a magazine article that talks about how manufacturing has improved in the past
100 years, 1880 - 1980. From this, we learned how the button cutting machines had
improved. This information was used to show how the owners compromised to help with
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