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During the early vears of the twentieth
century, the Socialist Party of America,
founded in 1901, achieved many successes
at the municipal level. By 1912, over 1,200
party members held offices in 340 com-
munities across the nation. In Illinois, So-
cialisis were elected to public office in fifty-
four cities and towns between 1900 and
1920. Most were not large cities but small-
to-medinm-sized industrial communities,!
Canton, a north-central Illinois town with a
population of about 10,500 in 1910, pro-
vided especially fertile ground for Socialist
agitation.?
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Two industries dominated Canton’s eco-
nomic life—coal mining and the manufac-
ture of agricultural implements. Both were
instrumental in the growth of the Socialist
movement in the community.

Like many towns in Fulton County, Can-
ton was rich in coal, with fifteen mines in
operation. The Canton Daily Ledger esti-
mated that 650 of the town’s 900 trade un-
ionists were members of the United Mine
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Workers of America.?

For a time in the early 1900's, however,
the coal mining industry was in a depressed
state, brought on by massive overproduc-
tion. That economic instability was an im-
portant factor in the miners’ favorable re-
sponse to Socialist ideas. In June, 1911,
Duncan McDonald, secretary-treasurer of
Illinocis District Twelve of the UMW, re-
ported that he had never seen the coal in-
dustry as demoralized as it was that sum-
mer. “Some ten thousand coal miners are
thrown out of work in this state alone,” he
wrote, “and many of them are in destitute
circumnstances.” Among those who still had
jobs, some forty thousand were working
“only two days per week, or less.”*

The industrial decline that began in 1913
was another cause of a slump in the mining
industry. By 1914, in Illinois alone, some
40,000 1o 60,000 miners were without
work. Canton Socialist George L. Mercer, in
a letter to Adolph Germer, national board
member of the Socialist party and state
UMW official, succinctly summarized the
effect of local unemployment on the politi-
cal consciousness of the miner: “ ‘The ar-
gument of the stomach,”” Mercer wrote,
“has all other arguments beaten at combat-
ing predjudice [sic] and preparing an at-
rophied mind for the reception of a new
idea.”®

The union organization provided a con-
duit through which Socialist ideas couid
reach the local level and help give expres-
sion to the miners’ discontent. Local UMW
offictals were instrumental in recruiting So-
cialist speakers to visit even the smallest
mining communities. “I wish that we could
get you over at Cuba [a small town near
Canton],” Mercer wrote Germer, “as [ think
that a great deal of good could be done
there . . . for the cause of unionism and
socialism,” It is hardly surprising that the
miners attempted to apply the radicalism
that they learned in their union halls to the
politics of the community in which they
lived.® ' : -
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SOCIALIST PARTY IN CANTON
One of the main targets of Socialist agita-

tion in Canton was the largest manufactur-
ing concern in the community, Parlin &
Orendorff. P & O, as it was popularly
known, was one of the leading producers of
agricultural implements in Illinois and
employed a work force of over 1,000. The
business was established in 1840 by William
Parlin and expanded in the 1850’s. William

T. Ovendorff, Pariin’s brother-in-law, . -

joined the firm in 1852. Through the years,
family members continued the manage-
ment of the business, and their rule was
paternalistic and strongly anti-union.’
There was along-standing controversy in
Canton concerning abuse of city water
privileges by local industries. A section of
the city water ordinance exempted certain
businesses, including P & O, from instal-
ling meters, requiring them instead to
notify the city of excess water usage. The
grounds for the suspicion against P& O

were the monthly reports of the city water

superintendent, which regularly showed an
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