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The year 1921 represents a violent and transformative zenith in the American labor movement, 
specifically within the coal mining industry. Following the conclusion of World War I, a sharp 
tension emerged between the burgeoning desire for collective bargaining and the "American 
Plan," a corporate strategy designed to dismantle union power. This paper examines two of the 
most significant yet divergent labor uprisings of that year: the Battle of Blair Mountain in West 
Virginia and the Amazon Army march in Southeast Kansas. While separated by geography and 
methodology, both events were triggered by the oppressive "company town" system and the 
refusal of state governments to protect workers from private security forces and restrictive 
legislation. In West Virginia, the conflict escalated into a full-scale armed insurrection, featuring 
trench warfare and aerial bombardment. In Kansas, the resistance took the form of a massive 
gender-based mobilization where women leveraged their social status and physical presence to 
halt industrial operations. By analyzing these two events in tandem, this paper explores the 
intersection of class struggle, gendered activism, and the role of military intervention in 
suppressing industrial dissent. These "Mine Wars" remains essential to understanding the 
evolution of civil liberties and labor rights in the United States. 

 

Keywords: Labor History, United Mine Workers of America (UMWA), Battle of Blair Mountain, 
Amazon Army, West Virginia Mine Wars, Kansas Coalfield Strike, Industrial Relations, 1921 Labor 
Unrest, Collective Bargaining, Coal Mining, Civil Disobedience, Labor Law. 

 

A collaboration with Google Gemini-3.1-Thinking. CC4.0. 

mailto:doug@youvan.com
http://www.youvan.ai/


2 
 

Outline 

1. Historical Context of the 1920s Coal Industry 

2. The West Virginia Mine Wars: A Decade of Escalation 

3. The Assassination of Sid Hatfield and the March on Logan 

4. Tactical Analysis: The Battle of Blair Mountain 

5. State and Federal Intervention: The End of the Armed Uprising 

6. The Kansas Front: Economic and Legal Strangleholds 

7. Alexander Howat and the Resistance to the Court of Industrial Relations 

8. The Birth of the Amazon Army: Female Agency in Labor Conflict 

9. Marching Through the Snow: Tactics and Impact of the Kansas Women 

10. Comparative Dynamics: Armed Rebellion vs. Civil Disobedience 

11. Legal and Political Consequences: The Suppression of the UMWA 

12. Legacy and Modern Memory: Reclaiming Hidden Labor Histories 

13. References 

Art 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



3 
 

1. Historical Context of the 1920s Coal Industry 

The Post-War Economic Landscape 

To understand the volatile nature of the labor disputes in 1921, one must first examine the 
precarious state of the American economy following the conclusion of World War I. During the 
war, the demand for coal had reached unprecedented heights as the nation’s industrial machine 
accelerated to support the Allied effort. To ensure a steady supply of fuel for trains, factories, 
and steamships, the federal government had stepped in to regulate prices and mediate labor 
disputes through the United States Fuel Administration. This wartime oversight provided a 
period of relative stability and high wages for miners, as the government prioritized production 
over corporate autonomy. However, with the signing of the Armistice in 1918, this regulatory 
framework was dismantled almost overnight. The sudden transition to a peacetime economy 
led to a massive surplus of coal, a sharp drop in market prices, and a desperate scramble by coal 
operators to slash operating costs. The burden of this economic contraction fell squarely on the 
shoulders of the miners, who faced wage cuts, reduced hours, and the systematic dismantling of 
the safety and employment protections they had enjoyed during the war years. 

The Strategic Importance of Coal 

In the early 1920s, coal was the undisputed lifeblood of the American industrial empire. It 
provided the vast majority of the nation’s energy, powering the locomotives that connected the 
coasts and the furnaces that forged the steel for rising urban skylines. Because the entire 
infrastructure of the United States was tethered to coal, the men who extracted it held a unique 
and dangerous form of leverage. A total stoppage in the coalfields did not merely affect a single 
company; it had the potential to paralyze the entire national economy within weeks. This 
strategic importance made the coal regions of West Virginia, Pennsylvania, Illinois, and Kansas 
geopolitical flashpoints. Coal operators viewed any attempt at unionization not just as an 
economic threat, but as a challenge to the very order of American capitalism. Conversely, the 
miners realized that their collective labor was the only tool powerful enough to force 
concessions from an industry that otherwise viewed them as expendable components of a 
mechanical process. 

The Rise of the United Mine Workers of America 

The United Mine Workers of America, or UMWA, emerged during this era as one of the most 
powerful and influential labor organizations in the world. Founded on the principle of industrial 
unionism, the UMWA sought to organize all workers within the mining industry regardless of 
their specific craft or skill level. This was a radical departure from the elitist trade unions of the 
past. Under the leadership of figures like John L. Lewis, the UMWA aggressively pursued the 
"closed shop," where only union members could be hired. By 1920, the union had successfully 
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organized large swaths of the northern coalfields, securing better pay and shorter working days. 
However, the southern coalfields, particularly in West Virginia and the central plains of Kansas, 
remained "unorganized" strongholds. The UMWA knew that as long as non-union mines could 
produce cheaper coal by underpaying workers, the gains made in the North would always be at 
risk. This necessity for total organization set the stage for a geographic and ideological collision 
that would define the labor history of the decade. 

The Architecture of Control: The Company Town System 

Life for a coal miner in 1921 was defined by a totalizing system of corporate paternalism known 
as the company town. In remote regions of Appalachia and the Kansas plains, coal companies 
built entire villages from the ground up to house their workforce. While this was framed as a 
necessity of geography, it functioned as a sophisticated mechanism of social and economic 
control. In these towns, the company owned the house the miner lived in, the store where he 
bought his food, the water he drank, and even the church where he preached. Miners were 
often paid in scrip, a private currency that was only redeemable at the company-owned store, 
where prices were frequently marked up significantly higher than in independent markets. This 
created a cycle of debt that made it nearly impossible for a family to save money or leave the 
area. Furthermore, the company employed "mine guards" or private detectives who acted as a 
private police force. These guards monitored all social interactions, intercepted mail, and 
immediately evicted any family suspected of union sympathies. To be a miner in a non-union 
district was to live in a state of industrial feudalism where civil liberties ended at the property 
line of the coal company. 

The American Plan and Post-War Reaction 

Following the war, a national movement known as the American Plan gained traction among 
industrial leaders. This was a rebranded campaign for the "open shop," which framed union 
membership as un-American, subversive, and linked to the "Red Scare" sweeping the nation 
following the Russian Revolution. By labeling labor organizers as Bolsheviks or foreign agitators, 
coal operators were able to enlist the support of the middle class and the government in their 
efforts to crush strikes. This ideological climate emboldened operators to hire more private 
mercenaries and demand that the state use its military power to suppress industrial dissent. In 
both West Virginia and Kansas, the 1920s began with an atmosphere of intense paranoia and 
hostility. The coal operators were determined to return to a pre-war status of absolute 
authority, while the miners, having seen the benefits of collective action during the war, were 
equally determined to fight for their dignity. This fundamental incompatibility of goals ensured 
that the labor disputes of 1921 would not be settled at a bargaining table, but through direct 
and often violent confrontation. 
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2. The West Virginia Mine Wars: A Decade of Escalation 

The Roots of the Conflict in the Southern Coalfields 

The Battle of Blair Mountain was not an isolated outburst of violence but the culmination of 
more than ten years of escalating warfare between the coal operators of southern West Virginia 
and the workers they employed. While the northern coalfields of the state had been largely 
unionized by the early 20th century, the southern counties—specifically Logan, Mingo, and 
McDowell—remained fiercely non-union. This geographic divide created a strategic crisis for the 
United Mine Workers of America. Coal produced in the non-union south was cheaper because 
operators ignored safety regulations and paid significantly lower wages. Consequently, northern 
operators pressured the union to organize the south or face wage cuts in the north. This 
economic reality transformed southern West Virginia into a primary battleground where the 
stakes were nothing less than the survival of the American labor movement. The coal operators 
in these counties prepared for this challenge by turning their mines into fortified encampments, 
utilizing a private army of detectives to ensure that the union never gained a foothold. 

The Paint Creek-Cabin Creek Strike of 1912 

The first major explosion of this decade-long conflict occurred in 1912 along the narrow valleys 
of Paint Creek and Cabin Creek. When miners demanded a pay increase and the right to 
congregate without company surveillance, the operators responded by summarily evicting 
thousands of families from company-owned housing. These families were forced into makeshift 
tent colonies on the hillsides during a harsh winter. To break the strike, the companies hired the 
Baldwin-Felts Detective Agency, a firm that specialized in aggressive anti-union tactics. The 
agency deployed hundreds of armed guards who patrolled the perimeter of the tent colonies 
with machine guns. The violence reached a horrific peak when coal operators outfitted an 
armored train, known as the Bull Moose Special, and drove it past a striker encampment at 
night, firing machine guns directly into the tents where women and children were sleeping. This 
incident fundamentally changed the psychology of the West Virginia miner. They realized that 
neither the law nor the state would protect them, and they began to arm themselves in earnest, 
transforming a labor dispute into a guerrilla war. 

The Reign of the Baldwin-Felts Detectives 

Central to the escalation of the Mine Wars was the ubiquitous presence of the Baldwin-Felts 
detectives. These men were not merely security guards; they functioned as a private, corporate-
funded paramilitary force that operated with near-total immunity. In many southern counties, 
the coal companies paid the salaries of the local sheriffs and deputies, effectively merging 
private corporate interests with the police power of the state. The detectives used a variety of 
brutal methods to suppress union activity, including "yellow-dog contracts" which forced miners 
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to agree never to join a union as a condition of employment. Anyone suspected of breaking this 
contract or even talking to a union organizer was beaten, blacklisted, and forcibly removed from 
the county. The constant surveillance and the frequent use of physical intimidation created a 
climate of fear and resentment that simmered for years. The miners viewed these detectives as 
foreign invaders and mercenaries, and the hatred toward the agency became a unifying force 
across diverse ethnic and racial groups within the mines. 

Martial Law and the Suspension of Civil Liberties 

As the violence between miners and guards intensified, the state government of West Virginia 
frequently intervened, but almost always on the side of the coal operators. Between 1912 and 
1921, the governor declared martial law on multiple occasions, effectively suspending the 
United States Constitution in the coalfields. Under martial law, military commissions replaced 
civilian courts, and hundreds of miners were imprisoned without trial or the right to habeas 
corpus. These military commissions were often headed by individuals with close ties to the coal 
industry, leading to a complete breakdown of trust in the judicial system. For the miners, the 
state’s use of the National Guard to protect strikebreakers and arrest union leaders was proof 
that the government was merely an extension of the coal companies. This perception pushed 
the miners toward the radical conclusion that the only way to achieve justice was through a 
large-scale, armed insurrection that could bypass the corrupted state apparatus. 

The Cultural Melting Pot of the Frontlines 

A significant factor in the resilience of the miners during this decade of escalation was the 
unique social composition of the West Virginia coalfields. The workforce was an unlikely mixture 
of three distinct groups: native Appalachian mountaineers, African Americans who had migrated 
from the Deep South, and European immigrants from countries like Italy, Hungary, and Poland. 
Under normal circumstances, these groups might have been divided by racial and linguistic 
barriers, and coal operators frequently tried to exploit these tensions to prevent collective 
action. However, the shared experience of the company town system and the shared threat of 
the Baldwin-Felts guards forged a powerful bond of solidarity. The miners lived together in the 
same tent colonies and faced the same machine guns, leading to an egalitarian spirit that was 
rare in the early 20th-century United States. This "interracial brotherhood of the mines" 
provided the organizational backbone for the massive mobilization that would eventually lead 
to Blair Mountain. 

The Collapse of Diplomacy and the Turn to Arms 

By 1920, all attempts at peaceful negotiation had been exhausted. The UMWA had spent 
millions of dollars on relief for striking families, and the coal operators had spent millions on 
private armaments. The state was in a state of perpetual low-intensity conflict, with frequent 
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skirmishes in the woods and assassinations on both sides. The miners had become a disciplined, 
if unofficial, military force, with many of them being veterans of the Great War who brought 
tactical knowledge and combat experience to the struggle. They had organized their own 
intelligence networks and supply lines, preparing for a confrontation they believed was 
inevitable. The decade of escalation had stripped away any illusions of a middle ground. The 
southern West Virginia coalfields had become a powder keg, and by the spring of 1921, the only 
thing missing was a final, undeniable provocation that would spark a general uprising. That 
spark would soon arrive in the form of a confrontation on the courthouse steps of Welch, West 
Virginia. 

 

3. The Assassination of Sid Hatfield and the March on Logan 

The Hero of Matewan 

To understand the intense emotional catalyst for the Battle of Blair Mountain, one must 
examine the figure of Sid Hatfield. As the police chief of Matewan, a small town in Mingo 
County, Hatfield was a rare anomaly in the coalfields: a law enforcement officer who refused to 
take orders from the coal operators. His popularity reached legendary status following the 
Battle of Matewan in May 1920, often referred to as the Matewan Massacre. When Baldwin-
Felts detectives arrived in town to evict striking miners from their homes, Hatfield, along with 
Mayor CAB Testerman, confronted the agents and declared that they had no legal authority to 
perform evictions within the town limits. The ensuing shootout left seven detectives, two 
miners, and the mayor dead. For the miners of West Virginia, Sid Hatfield became a living 
symbol of resistance. He was the only man with a badge who was willing to stand between the 
miners and the hired guns of the coal companies. To the coal operators and the Baldwin-Felts 
agency, however, Hatfield was a dangerous insurgent who needed to be eliminated to restore 
corporate order. 

The Murder on the Courthouse Steps 

The tension reached a breaking point on August 1, 1921. Hatfield, along with his friend and 
deputy Ed Chambers, had been summoned to the McDowell County courthouse in Welch to 
face charges related to the previous year’s violence in Matewan. Both men were unarmed, 
traveling with their wives as a gesture of peaceful intent. As they climbed the stone steps of the 
courthouse, they were met by a group of Baldwin-Felts agents who had been waiting for them. 
In broad daylight and in full view of their wives and numerous witnesses, the detectives opened 
fire. Hatfield and Chambers were shot multiple times and killed instantly. The brutality of the act 
was compounded by the fact that it occurred at the very seat of the county’s legal system, 
proving to every miner in the state that there was no safety in the law. The news of the 
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assassination spread through the hollows like wildfire. The miners did not see it as a simple 
murder; they saw it as a declaration of total war by the coal operators against the working class. 

The Mobilization at Marmet 

In the days following the funeral of Hatfield and Chambers, the grief of the mining communities 
rapidly hardened into a disciplined rage. Under the loose but effective coordination of the 
United Mine Workers of America, specifically local leaders like Frank Keeney and Fred Mooney, 
miners began to gather at Marmet, just south of the state capital of Charleston. This was not a 
disorganized mob; it was an army in the making. Thousands of men arrived by foot, by train, 
and in trucks, many of them carrying the Springfield and Enfield rifles they had used during their 
service in World War I. They brought with them wagons of supplies, medical tents, and a clear 
sense of purpose. By late August, the encampment at Marmet had swollen to approximately 
10,000 men. The atmosphere was one of grim determination. The miners were no longer asking 
for better wages or shorter hours; they were marching to liberate Mingo County from the rule 
of the coal companies and to end the Baldwin-Felts reign of terror once and for all. 

The Red Bandana as a Symbol of Defiance 

It was during this gathering at Marmet and the subsequent march that the term "redneck" was 
solidified as a badge of honor among the insurgents. To distinguish themselves from the mine 
guards and the state police in the dense, mountainous terrain of West Virginia, the miners 
adopted a simple uniform: a red bandana tied around the neck. This visual marker served 
several purposes. Logistically, it allowed the miners to identify allies in the heat of a skirmish 
and prevented friendly fire. Symbolically, it represented their solidarity across ethnic and racial 
lines. Native-born whites, African Americans, and European immigrants all donned the red scarf, 
signaling that their shared class identity superseded their cultural differences. The "Redneck 
Army" became a source of immense pride for the marchers, a visible declaration that they were 
a unified force capable of challenging the industrial and political establishment of the United 
States. 

The Objectives of the March 

As the march began to move south toward Logan County, the miners' objectives were clearly 
articulated, though inherently radical. Their primary goal was to march through Logan County, 
overthrow the notorious Sheriff Don Chafin—who was essentially a private employee of the 
coal companies—and proceed to Mingo County to free union prisoners and establish the right 
to organize. Along the way, they intended to dismantle the company town system and the 
private detective agencies that enforced it. The marchers frequently sang union songs and 
hymns, framing their struggle in both patriotic and religious terms. They viewed themselves as 
the true defenders of American democracy, fighting against a tyrannical corporate feudalism 
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that had usurped the Constitution. However, standing in their way was Blair Mountain, a 
formidable natural barrier that Sheriff Chafin had already begun to transform into a fortified 
defensive line. The miners knew that to reach Mingo, they would first have to break through a 
wall of machine guns and professional mercenaries. 

 

4. Tactical Analysis: The Battle of Blair Mountain 

The Geography of the Battlefield 

The Battle of Blair Mountain was not a chaotic riot; it was a structured military engagement that 
utilized modern combat tactics developed in the European theater of World War I. The 
geography of the region played a decisive role in how both sides approached the conflict. Blair 
Mountain itself is a massive, heavily forested ridge that rises sharply above the surrounding 
valleys, creating a natural fortress for anyone holding the high ground. To the south lay Logan 
County, the stronghold of the coal operators, and to the north lay the advancing column of 
miners. The ridge stood as the only viable path for the miners to reach their objective in Mingo 
County, forcing them into a frontal assault against a prepared enemy. The steep slopes and 
dense Appalachian undergrowth meant that traditional cavalry or heavy vehicle movements 
were impossible, turning the conflict into an infantry-driven war of attrition. 

The Defensive Strategy of Sheriff Don Chafin 

Sheriff Don Chafin, realizing the sheer scale of the approaching miner force, utilized his massive 
budget—funded almost entirely by coal company "donations"—to turn the ridge of Blair 
Mountain into a formidable defensive line. He commanded a force of roughly 3,000 men, 
consisting of volunteer militia, state police, and private guards. Chafin’s strategy was rooted in 
the concept of force multiplication through technology and positioning. He established 
machine-gun nests at key "gaps" and overlooking the narrow trails that led up the 
mountainside. These positions were fortified with sandbags and log bunkers, providing his men 
with excellent cover while the miners were forced to climb through thick underbrush and steep 
terrain. Chafin also established a sophisticated communication network using telephone lines 
strung through the woods, allowing him to shift reinforcements to different parts of the line as 
the miners probed for weaknesses. 

Military Organization of the Redneck Army 

Despite the portrayal of the miners as a ragtag mob by the contemporary press, the Redneck 
Army was a surprisingly disciplined military organization. Approximately 2,000 of the marchers 
were veterans of the Great War, and they brought with them a deep understanding of small-
unit tactics, scouting, and fire discipline. The miners organized themselves into companies and 
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squads, often based on their home mines or towns. They established a command post at the 
base of the mountain and set up sophisticated logistics chains. Women from the surrounding 
mining camps acted as nurses and cooks, while older miners or those unable to fight served in 
supply columns, hauling ammunition and food up the slopes in mule-drawn wagons and early 
motor vehicles. They even maintained a rudimentary medical corps to treat the wounded, 
demonstrating a level of coordination that shocked the state authorities. 

Trench Warfare in the Appalachians 

The combat at Blair Mountain quickly devolved into the same kind of static, grinding trench 
warfare that had defined the Western Front in France. Because of the density of the machine-
gun fire from the ridge, the miners were forced to dig in. For five days, the sounds of intense 
rifle and machine-gun fire echoed through the valleys. The miners utilized leapfrog tactics, 
where one group would provide suppressive fire while another crawled forward to the next bit 
of cover. Estimates suggest that nearly one million rounds were exchanged during the peak of 
the fighting. The conditions were brutal; the August heat was oppressive, and the dense forest 
made visibility extremely limited. Much of the fighting occurred at close range, with miners and 
guards stumbling upon one another in the thickets, leading to desperate hand-to-hand 
skirmishes and short-range gunfights. 

The Aerial Bombardment of American Citizens 

One of the most extraordinary and chilling aspects of the Battle of Blair Mountain was the 
introduction of air power. Sheriff Chafin, with the financial backing of the coal companies, 
chartered a fleet of private biplanes from a nearby airfield. These planes were used for 
reconnaissance, but their role quickly shifted to offensive operations. Pilots and observers 
began dropping homemade pipe bombs filled with nuts, bolts, and black powder on the miner 
positions. They also dropped canisters of tear gas and industrial chemicals. While the actual 
casualties caused by these bombs were relatively low due to the dense forest canopy, the 
psychological impact was devastating. The sight of planes—symbols of the very government 
many of these men had recently fought for in Europe—dropping explosives on them solidified 
the miners' belief that they were no longer being treated as citizens, but as enemy combatants 
on their own soil. 

Logistics and Attrition 

As the battle stretched into its fifth day, the issue of logistics became the determining factor for 
both sides. The miners, despite their impressive organization, were running out of high-caliber 
ammunition and clean water. Their supply lines were under constant threat from state police 
patrols, and the lack of a centralized, professional command structure started to lead to fatigue. 
On the other side, Chafin’s forces were also beginning to buckle under the pressure. The 
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volunteers in his militia had little stomach for a prolonged civil war against their neighbors, and 
desertion rates were climbing. Both sides were reaching a point of exhaustion when the 
dynamic of the battle was fundamentally altered by an outside force. The tactical stalemate of 
Blair Mountain was ultimately broken not by the superior strategy of either side, but by the 
looming shadow of the United States federal government. 

 

5. State and Federal Intervention: The End of the Armed Uprising 

The Presidential Ultimatum 

As the fighting at Blair Mountain entered its second day of sustained trench warfare, the 
political pressure on the federal government reached a breaking point. West Virginia Governor 
Ephraim Morgan had repeatedly petitioned President Warren G. Harding for federal troops, 
claiming that the state’s own law enforcement and militia were incapable of suppressing what 
he termed a "Bolshevik insurrection." Harding, initially hesitant to involve the United States 
Army in a domestic labor dispute, finally issued a formal proclamation on August 30, 1921. He 
commanded all persons in a state of insurrection to disperse and return to their homes by noon 
on September 1. For the miners, this ultimatum represented a terrifying shift in the stakes of 
their march. They were no longer merely fighting the private "thugs" of the coal companies; 
they were now officially in defiance of the President of the United States. While some of the 
more radical elements of the Redneck Army argued for continued resistance, the majority of the 
leadership understood that engaging the federal government in open combat would lead to a 
slaughter and the permanent destruction of the union. 

Deployment of the U.S. Army and Air Service 

When the noon deadline passed and the miners remained on the slopes of Blair Mountain, 
Harding authorized the deployment of over 2,000 federal troops from the 19th Infantry, along 
with a squadron of the U.S. Army Air Service. This intervention was led by Brigadier General 
Harry Bandholtz, a seasoned commander who had little interest in the politics of coal but a firm 
mandate to restore order. Most notably, the deployment included the arrival of the 88th Air 
Squadron, dispatched by General Billy Mitchell. Mitchell, a pioneer of air power, viewed the 
conflict as an opportunity to demonstrate the effectiveness of aircraft in domestic policing. 
While the federal planes did not drop bombs—unlike the private planes hired by Sheriff 
Chafin—their presence in the sky was a powerful psychological deterrent. The sight of the 
American flag on the wings of the biplanes and the arrival of uniformed soldiers with heavy 
artillery and chemical warfare equipment signaled to the miners that the full weight of the 
American empire was now arrayed against them. 
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The Decision to Disarm: Patriotism vs. Insurrection 

The arrival of the U.S. Army created a profound crisis of identity for the miners. Many of the 
marchers were decorated veterans of the First World War who had recently returned from the 
trenches of France. While they felt no remorse for shooting at Baldwin-Felts guards or corporate 
mercenaries, they held a deep-seated respect for the federal uniform and the American flag. 
The leadership of the march, including Bill Blizzard and Frank Keeney, realized that if a single 
federal soldier was killed by a miner’s bullet, the labor movement would be branded as a 
traitorous entity and systematically hunted down. In a remarkable display of discipline, as the 
federal troops moved into the combat zone, the miners began to melt away into the forest. 
They dismantled their machine-gun nests, hid their rifles in hollow logs or buried them in the 
hills, and began the long walk home. They did not view this as a defeat by the coal operators, 
but as a tactical retreat in the face of the sovereign power of the United States. 

The Aftermath of Surrender and the Treason Trials 

The immediate aftermath of the battle was marked by a massive wave of legal repression. While 
the federal troops acted with relative restraint during the disarmament process, the state of 
West Virginia was vengeful. Over 500 miners were indicted for various crimes, ranging from 
murder to "conspiracy to give aid and comfort to the enemies of the state." The most high-
profile cases were the "treason trials" held in Charles Town—the same courthouse where the 
abolitionist John Brown had been tried and hanged decades earlier. Bill Blizzard, a key tactical 
leader of the march, was the first to be tried for treason against the state of West Virginia. In a 
shocking turn of events, the defense produced one of the unexploded pipe bombs dropped 
from the coal company planes, arguing that the miners were not the aggressors but were 
defending themselves against illegal corporate violence. Blizzard was eventually acquitted, but 
the legal fees and the time spent in courtrooms exhausted the union’s resources and broke the 
spirits of many local leaders. 

The Crushing of the Southern Union 

Despite the legal acquittals, the Battle of Blair Mountain was a catastrophic short-term defeat 
for the United Mine Workers of America. The coal operators used the uprising as a pretext to 
implement even more draconian anti-union measures. Membership in the UMWA in southern 
West Virginia plummeted from over 50,000 to nearly zero within a few years. The "yellow-dog 
contract" became the standard of the industry, and the company town system was reinforced 
with even greater militarization. It would take more than a decade, and the eventual passage of 
the National Industrial Recovery Act under the New Deal, for the miners of West Virginia to 
finally achieve the union recognition they had fought for at Blair Mountain. The battle was 
largely scrubbed from state history books for generations, viewed as an embarrassing "black 
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eye" for the state’s industrial image, until it was rediscovered by labor historians and the 
descendants of the Redneck Army in the late 20th century. 

 

6. The Kansas Front: Economic and Legal Strangleholds 

The Little Balkans of Southeast Kansas While the conflict in West Virginia was defined by the 
verticality of the Appalachian hollows, the Kansas front of the 1921 Mine Wars was centered in 
the flat but equally volatile coalfields of Crawford and Cherokee counties. This region, 
colloquially known as the Little Balkans, was home to a hyper-diverse population of immigrants 
from across Europe, including Italians, Balkans, and Eastern Europeans, who had been recruited 
to work the treacherous deep shaft and strip mines. Unlike the isolated company towns of West 
Virginia, the Kansas mining communities were a network of interconnected camps and small 
towns that shared a fierce culture of radicalism and mutual aid. However, by 1921, these miners 
found themselves caught in an economic vice. The post-war slump hit the Kansas coalfields 
particularly hard, as the lower-quality bituminous coal produced in the region struggled to 
compete with more efficient fuel sources. Miners faced frequent seasonal layoffs and a lack of 
investment in safety infrastructure, creating a powder keg of resentment that was further 
compressed by a unique and draconian legal experiment conducted by the state government. 

Governor Henry J. Allen and the 1919 Coal Strike The specific legal stranglehold that would 
lead to the 1921 uprising in Kansas began with the national coal strike of 1919. During that 
strike, which took place in the dead of winter, Governor Henry J. Allen took the unprecedented 
step of seizing the mines on behalf of the state. He called for volunteers—mostly university 
students and returning veterans—to operate the mines under the protection of the National 
Guard. While these "volunteer miners" produced very little coal, the exercise was a political 
success for Allen, who used it to frame striking miners as enemies of the public welfare. Allen 
argued that the right of the public to have fuel for their homes superseded the right of the 
worker to strike. This ideological stance became the foundation for a new legal framework that 
sought to permanently eliminate industrial conflict in the state of Kansas, turning the region 
into a laboratory for anti-union legislation. 

The Kansas Court of Industrial Relations Act In early 1920, the Kansas legislature passed the 
Court of Industrial Relations Act, a law that was watched with intense interest by corporate 
leaders and politicians across the nation. The act created a three-judge panel with the power to 
settle disputes in "essential industries," which included food, clothing, and, most importantly, 
fuel. Under the law, strikes were effectively made illegal in these sectors. Any union leader who 
called a strike or any worker who walked off the job could be arrested and imprisoned. The law 
replaced collective bargaining with a system of compulsory arbitration, where the state-
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appointed judges had the final say on wages and working conditions. For the coal miners of 
Southeast Kansas, the act was not merely a piece of economic legislation; it was a totalizing 
assault on their fundamental civil liberties. It stripped them of their only effective weapon—the 
right to withhold their labor—and placed their livelihoods in the hands of a political body that 
they viewed as fundamentally biased toward the coal operators. 

The Radical Leadership of Alexander Howat The resistance to the Industrial Court was 
spearheaded by Alexander Howat, the fiery and uncompromising president of UMWA District 
14. Howat was a radical even by the standards of the labor movement, and he viewed the 
Kansas law as a form of industrial slavery. He publicly declared that the miners of Kansas would 
never recognize the authority of the court, famously stating that "the right to strike is a God-
given right." Howat’s defiance put him on a direct collision course with both the state 
government and the national leadership of the UMWA. John L. Lewis, the national president, 
viewed Howat’s refusal to follow state law as a threat to the union's legal standing and its ability 
to negotiate contracts elsewhere. This internal fracture within the union, combined with the 
state's aggressive enforcement of the Industrial Court Act, created a situation where the Kansas 
miners were fighting a war on three fronts: against the coal operators, against their own 
international union leadership, and against the legal power of the state of Kansas. 

Legal Polarization and the Criminalization of Labor By 1921, the legal environment in Southeast 
Kansas had become one of total polarization. The state used the Industrial Court Act to issue 
injunctions against even the smallest local grievances. When miners walked out over safety 
concerns or pay discrepancies, they were met not with corporate negotiators, but with 
subpoenas and sheriff’s deputies. The frequent imprisonment of Howat and other District 14 
leaders became a rallying cry for the mining communities, turning legal proceedings into theater 
and judicial rulings into provocations. The law, which was designed to bring "industrial peace," 
had instead created a climate of constant agitation. The economic struggle for better wages had 
been transformed into a political struggle for the right to exist as a union. As the winter of 1921 
approached, the legal and economic pressures on the Kansas miners reached an unbearable 
level, setting the stage for an uprising that would rely on an entirely different demographic of 
the mining community to break the stalemate. 

 

7. Alexander Howat and the Resistance to the Court of Industrial Relations 

The Icon of the Little Balkans 

The name Alexander Howat was synonymous with the radical soul of the Kansas labor 
movement. Born in Scotland and raised in the hardscrabble mining camps of the United States, 
Howat possessed an oratorical ferocity that made him a folk hero in Southeast Kansas. To the 
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miners of Crawford and Cherokee counties, he was a fearless champion who lived as they did 
and spoke their language of defiance. To the political establishment in Topeka, he was a 
dangerous demagogue who threatened the stability of the state. Howat’s philosophy was 
simple: the miner’s right to collective action was absolute and could not be legislated away by 
any court or governor. This conviction turned District 14 of the United Mine Workers of America 
into a fortress of resistance against the Kansas Court of Industrial Relations. 

The Constitutional Challenge to Compulsory Arbitration 

The primary point of contention between Howat and the state was the concept of compulsory 
arbitration. Howat argued that the Industrial Court was a tool of the employer class, designed to 
strip away the only leverage workers possessed. He refused to recognize the court’s subpoena 
power, refused to testify before its judges, and refused to abide by its rulings. This was not 
merely a legal disagreement; it was an existential battle over the nature of freedom in an 
industrial society. Howat believed that if the state could force a man to work under conditions 
he did not agree to, then the state had effectively reinstated a form of chattel slavery. This 
rhetoric resonated deeply with the immigrant miners of the Little Balkans, many of whom had 
fled oppressive regimes in Europe only to find themselves under the thumb of a new kind of 
corporate and state tyranny. 

The Great Schism: Howat versus the International Union 

Howat’s defiance created a massive rift within the United Mine Workers of America itself. John 
L. Lewis, the ambitious and pragmatic international president of the union, viewed Howat as a 
liability. Lewis was trying to build a respectable national organization that could negotiate with 
the federal government and large corporations on a professional level. He saw the Kansas 
struggle as a distraction and a threat to the union’s legal standing across the country. When 
Howat called a strike over a minor grievance at the Dean coal mine—a direct challenge to the 
Industrial Court—Lewis ordered the Kansas miners back to work. Howat ignored the order, 
leading Lewis to suspend the entire District 14 charter and expel Howat from the union. This 
internal civil war left the Kansas miners isolated, fighting not only the state and the coal 
companies but also their own national leadership. 

Martyrdom and the Jail Cell Command 

The situation reached a fever pitch in late 1921 when Howat and his vice president, August 
Dorchy, were sentenced to jail for violating a court injunction. Their imprisonment served as the 
final spark for a general strike across the Kansas coalfields. With their leaders behind bars in 
Columbus and Pittsburg, the miners walked out of the pits en masse, vowing not to return until 
the Industrial Court was abolished and Howat was freed. The strike paralyzed the region, but 
without the support of the national union and facing a hostile state government, the miners 
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were in a precarious position. It was in this vacuum of leadership, with the men either in jail or 
under the threat of immediate arrest by the National Guard, that a new and unexpected force 
emerged from the mining camps to take up the mantle of resistance. This transition of power 
from the jailed men to the women of the coalfields marked the beginning of the Amazon Army. 

 

8. The Birth of the Amazon Army: Female Agency in Labor Conflict 

The Transition from Male Strike to Female Mobilization 

By December 1921, the coalfields of Southeast Kansas were in a state of suspended animation. 
With the official strike dragging into its third month, the male miners found themselves 
paralyzed by a combination of factors. Alexander Howat and the core leadership of District 14 
were incarcerated, stripped of their ability to direct the movement from the front lines. 
Simultaneously, the Kansas Court of Industrial Relations had weaponized the legal system to 
such a degree that any group of men gathering in public was immediately viewed as an illegal 
assembly. The coal operators, emboldened by the state’s protection, had begun a concerted 
effort to reopen the mines using strikebreakers, or scabs, transported into the region under the 
protection of sheriff’s deputies. The men of the mining camps, facing the threat of immediate 
arrest or military intervention if they interfered, were effectively neutralized. It was at this 
moment of tactical crisis that the women of the Little Balkans—the wives, mothers, daughters, 
and sisters of the miners—decided to intervene. They recognized that while the state was 
prepared to use force against armed men, the social mores of the 1920s created a unique, albeit 
temporary, hesitation in applying that same level of violence against women. 

The Meeting at Franklin and the Call to Action 

the catalyst for the Amazon Army was a series of clandestine meetings held in the small mining 
towns surrounding Pittsburg, Kansas. The most significant of these occurred on the evening of 
December 11, 1921, at the Curlee Hall in Franklin. What began as a meeting to discuss relief 
efforts for the families of jailed miners quickly transformed into a radical council of war. 
Accounts from the time suggest that hundreds of women, representing various ethnic 
backgrounds including Italian, Slavic, and Austrian, gathered in the hall to discuss the failure of 
the men to stop the scabs from entering the mines. The rhetoric at the meeting was not 
centered on traditional political theory, but on the visceral reality of survival. The women 
argued that if the mines were allowed to operate with non-union labor, their husbands would 
never be freed, their scrip would be worthless, and their families would be evicted from their 
homes. The decision was made to march the following morning, not as a support group, but as 
a primary combatant force. This was a radical assertion of female agency in a community that 
was traditionally patriarchal and socially conservative. 
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The Tactical Advantages of Gender in the 1920s 

The emergence of the Amazon Army was a sophisticated tactical shift that exploited the 
gendered double standards of early 20th-century American society. During this era, women 
were widely perceived as the moral and domestic center of the family, and the idea of "polite 
society" generally dictated that women were not subjects for state-sponsored violence. By 
taking to the fields, the women of Southeast Kansas created a profound dilemma for the coal 
operators and the National Guard. If the authorities used clubs or guns against thousands of 
women carrying American flags and singing hymns, they risked a public relations disaster and a 
total loss of moral authority. The women utilized this perceived "frailty" as a protective shield, 
allowing them to perform acts of physical obstruction that would have resulted in immediate 
imprisonment for their husbands. They understood that their presence on the road to the mines 
created a physical barrier that the law was, at least initially, unwilling to breach. This strategic 
use of gender transformed the women from passive observers into the vanguard of the labor 
struggle. 

The Ethnic Tapestry of Resistance 

A defining characteristic of the Amazon Army was its deep roots in the immigrant experience of 
the Little Balkans. The mining camps were intense cultural melting pots where traditional 
European ideas of communal solidarity blended with American labor radicalism. For many of 
the women involved, the concept of the woman as a fierce defender of the household was a 
cultural touchstone. In many European coal regions, women had a history of participating in 
bread riots and local protests when the survival of the community was at stake. This cultural 
memory provided the women of Kansas with a framework for their activism. They did not see 
themselves as "suffragettes" in the middle-class sense of the word; rather, they viewed 
themselves as workers and family protectors whose domestic duties now required them to step 
into the public square. The diversity of the marchers also served a practical purpose, as it made 
it difficult for the state to dismiss the movement as the work of a single "radical" faction. 
Instead, the sight of thousands of women from across the globe standing in the Kansas snow 
sent a message of universal class defiance. 

Redefining the Domestic Sphere 

The birth of the Amazon Army represented a fundamental redrawing of the boundaries of the 
domestic sphere. Traditionally, the labor union was viewed as a male space, centered on the 
physical toil of the mine and the camaraderie of the union hall. By organizing as an independent 
force, the women of Southeast Kansas argued that the labor conflict was not just about wages 
and hours, but about the very sanctity of the home. They reframed the strike as a defensive 
action to protect their children and their futures. This shift allowed them to claim a level of 
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moral high ground that the male miners, often depicted as aggressive or "foreign" agitators, 
could not easily access. When they marched, they carried American flags to signal their 
patriotism and emphasize that their demands were rooted in the basic rights of American 
citizens. This sophisticated branding helped to complicate the state's narrative of the "Red 
Scare" and forced the public to reckon with the human cost of the coal operators' policies. The 
birth of this movement was not just a historical footnote; it was a demonstration of how 
marginalized groups can leverage social expectations to create a space for radical resistance. 

 

9. Marching Through the Snow: Tactics and Impact of the Kansas Women 

The First March: December 12, 1921 

The mobilization of the Amazon Army began in the pre-dawn darkness of December 12, 1921. In 
the bitter cold of a Southeast Kansas winter, thousands of women gathered at the union hall in 
Franklin. Most were dressed in heavy coats and headscarves to ward off the freezing 
temperatures, but their most notable accessory was the American flag. Hundreds of flags were 
distributed among the ranks, intended to serve as both a symbol of their citizenship and a 
protective barrier against the authorities. As the sun began to rise, an estimated 2,000 to 6,000 
women—the numbers vary across historical accounts—began a disciplined march toward the 
mines of the Jackson-Walker Coal Company. The sound of their footsteps on the frozen ground 
was accompanied by the singing of hymns and patriotic songs, creating an atmosphere that was 
part religious revival and part military maneuver. By the time they reached the first mine site, 
they had effectively surrounded the entrance, forming a human wall that prevented the 
morning shift of strikebreakers from entering the pits. 

Psychological Warfare and Red Pepper Tactics 

The tactics of the Amazon Army were a unique blend of moral persuasion and physical 
harassment. When strikebreakers approached the mines, they were met not with rifles or clubs, 
but with a wall of women who pleaded with them to honor the strike for the sake of the mining 
families. However, if persuasion failed, the women were prepared to use more direct methods. 
One of their most famous and effective tools was the use of red pepper. Many women carried 
packets of ground pepper in their aprons, which they would throw into the eyes of the 
strikebreakers or the horses of the sheriff’s deputies. This was a non-lethal but highly effective 
way to create chaos and halt the movement of the scabs. They also utilized "knee-knocking" 
tactics, where they would crowd around individuals and use their numbers to physically push 
them away from the mine entrances. These actions were designed to be disruptive without 
crossing the threshold into the kind of lethal violence that would justify a lethal military 
response. 
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The Confrontation with the National Guard 

The success of the first march forced the hand of Governor Henry J. Allen. Within forty-eight 
hours, the Kansas National Guard was deployed to the region, including cavalry units and 
machine-gun detachments. The presence of uniformed soldiers and horses on the snowy roads 
of Crawford County created a surreal and tense environment. The women, however, did not 
retreat. In several instances, they stood their ground as cavalry charged their lines, only 
breaking formation at the last possible second. They would often surround the soldiers, singing 
directly at them and challenging them to fire upon their own mothers and sisters. This created a 
profound psychological strain on the young guardsmen, many of whom were from other parts 
of Kansas and had no personal stake in the coal conflict. The refusal of the women to be 
intimidated by the display of military force neutralized the state’s primary strategy of shock and 
awe, forcing a prolonged and awkward stalemate that captured the attention of the national 
press. 

National Media and the Coining of the Amazon Army 

It was during these December marches that the New York Times and other major metropolitan 
newspapers began using the term "Amazon Army" to describe the Kansas protesters. The term 
was meant to be somewhat sensationalist, evoking images of fierce, mythological female 
warriors, but the women of the Little Balkans adopted it with pride. The media coverage was a 
double-edged sword; while it brought national attention to the plight of the Kansas miners and 
the perceived tyranny of the Industrial Court, it also fueled "Red Scare" anxieties. Editorialists in 
Topeka and Kansas City painted the women as "foreign agitators" and "un-American" radicals 
who were being manipulated by their husbands. Despite this negative framing, the sheer 
spectacle of thousands of women marching in the snow for days on end made it impossible for 
the state to claim that the labor unrest was merely the work of a few radical leaders like 
Alexander Howat. 

The Impact on the Industrial Court and Local Legacy 

While the Amazon Army did not succeed in permanently abolishing the Kansas Court of 
Industrial Relations—which would eventually be declared unconstitutional by the U.S. Supreme 
Court years later—their impact was immediate and profound. Their actions delayed the 
reopening of the mines and forced the state to expend massive resources to maintain order. 
More importantly, the movement revitalized the morale of the mining communities at a time 
when the male leadership was in jail and the union was being dismantled from within by John L. 
Lewis. The legacy of the Amazon Army remains a foundational part of the identity of Southeast 
Kansas. It demonstrated that in the face of legal and economic strangulation, the community’s 
resilience was not limited to the men in the pits. The "Red Pepper" marches proved that the 
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domestic sphere was inseparable from the industrial sphere, and that the fight for labor rights 
in the 1920s was a total community effort that transcended the traditional boundaries of 
gender and ethnicity. 

 

10. Comparative Dynamics: Armed Rebellion vs. Civil Disobedience 

The Methodology of Resistance 

The events in West Virginia and Kansas during 1921 present two distinct archetypes of labor 
resistance: the traditional armed insurrection and the radical application of gendered civil 
disobedience. In West Virginia, the miners adopted a paramilitary structure that was a direct 
reflection of their recent experiences in the First World War. Their resistance was predicated on 
the belief that the corporate-controlled state had forfeited its monopoly on legitimate violence 
by deploying private mercenaries against its citizens. Consequently, the Redneck Army 
functioned as a mirror image of the forces it opposed, utilizing rifles, machine guns, and tactical 
maneuvers to achieve territorial objectives. In contrast, the Amazon Army of Kansas operated 
on a plane of strategic non-lethality. While their actions were physically disruptive and 
occasionally aggressive, they intentionally avoided the use of firearms. By substituting red 
pepper for lead bullets, the women of the Little Balkans shifted the conflict from a military 
confrontation to a moral one. This difference in methodology was not merely a matter of 
preference but was dictated by the specific vulnerabilities and resources available to each group 
within their respective geographic and social landscapes. 

Gender and the Shield of Social Mores 

A central comparative dynamic lies in how each movement utilized social identity as a tactical 
asset. In West Virginia, the miners leaned into a hyper-masculine, martial identity. The 
"Redneck" was a warrior, a veteran, and a provider who was willing to die to protect his right to 
work and organize. This identity, while powerful for internal mobilization, made it easy for the 
state and the media to frame them as a "dangerous mob" or "foreign insurgents" who 
necessitated a military response. The women of Kansas, however, leveraged the "cult of 
domesticity" to their advantage. By framing their protest as an extension of their roles as 
mothers and wives, they created a "gendered shield" that complicated the state's ability to use 
lethal force. The societal taboo against state-sponsored violence toward women in the 1920s 
gave the Amazon Army a level of maneuverability that the men of Blair Mountain never 
possessed. While the miners in West Virginia were bombed from the air, the women in Kansas 
were met with cavalry charges that often faltered because the soldiers were hesitant to strike 
"someone's mother." This tactical use of gender allowed the Kansas movement to sustain a 
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high-visibility protest for days without the immediate bloodbath that characterized the 
Appalachian front. 

State Violence and the Optics of Control 

The state response to these two uprisings provides a revealing look at the optics of industrial 
control in the early 20th century. In both cases, the government eventually resorted to military 
intervention, but the "justification" for that intervention differed significantly. In West Virginia, 
the scale of the armed conflict allowed the government to bypass labor grievances entirely and 
frame the intervention as a necessary act of national security. The use of private planes to drop 
bombs on the miners was a brutal but clear signal that the state viewed the Redneck Army as an 
enemy belligerent rather than a group of aggrieved citizens. In Kansas, the intervention was 
more politically delicate. Governor Allen had to justify sending the National Guard and machine-
gun units to suppress a group of unarmed women carrying American flags. The optics of the 
"Amazon Army" forced the state to rely more heavily on propaganda, painting the women as 
"ignorant foreigners" being manipulated by radical men. The state's embarrassment in Kansas 
demonstrated that while military power can clear a road, it cannot easily win a narrative battle 
against a movement that successfully claims the moral high ground through non-lethal defiance. 

Leadership and Organizational Structure 

The organizational structures of the two movements also offer a stark contrast in labor 
leadership. The Battle of Blair Mountain was characterized by a clear, albeit unofficial, military 
hierarchy. Leaders like Bill Blizzard and Frank Keeney functioned as generals, overseeing 
logistics, intelligence, and tactical deployments. This top-down approach was necessary for 
managing 10,000 armed men across a mountain range, but it also made the movement 
vulnerable to "decapitation" through legal means; once the leaders were arrested or indicted 
for treason, the organizational structure began to crumble. The Amazon Army, conversely, was a 
more decentralized and grassroots mobilization. While specific figures like Mary Skubitz and 
others emerged as key organizers, the movement’s strength lay in its communal, horizontal 
nature. It was a mobilization of the "mining camp" rather than a mobilization of the "union 
office." This lack of a single, central target made it harder for the state to "crush" the movement 
by simply arresting a few men. The Kansas uprising was a manifestation of total community 
resistance, where the loss of one leader did not halt the march of the collective. 

The Shared Outcome of Military Suppression 

Ultimately, both the path of armed rebellion and the path of civil disobedience led to the same 
destination: suppression by the superior military force of the state and federal governments. 
Whether it was the U.S. Army at Blair Mountain or the Kansas National Guard in the Little 
Balkans, the message from the 1921 establishment was clear: no form of labor resistance, 
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regardless of its methods, would be allowed to challenge the sovereignty of industrial law or 
corporate property. Both movements were successful in creating a crisis that forced the 
government to reveal its hand, but neither was able to overcome the sheer physical power of a 
modernizing state. The comparison between the Redneck Army and the Amazon Army reveals 
that the "Mine Wars" were not a monolithic struggle but a diverse tactical laboratory. While 
Blair Mountain remains the most famous military engagement of American labor, the Amazon 
Army represents an equally radical and sophisticated attempt to use social status and symbolic 
action to halt the machinery of industrial capitalism. Both events stand as twin pillars of the 
1921 unrest, proving that the fight for dignity in the coalfields was fought with both the rifle and 
the red bandana, the machine gun and the red pepper. 

 

11. Legal and Political Consequences: The Suppression of the UMWA 

The Judicial Weaponization of Treason and Injunctions 

The immediate aftermath of the 1921 uprisings saw a pivot from military intervention to a 
sustained judicial offensive designed to dismantle the United Mine Workers of America. In West 
Virginia, the state used the charge of treason to transform labor leaders into enemies of the 
state. These trials were strategically held in Jefferson County, far from the mining hollows, to 
ensure juries were composed of individuals less sympathetic to the union cause. Although many 
of the high-profile treason cases resulted in acquittals, the legal process itself served as a form 
of punishment. The union was forced to exhaust its treasury on legal fees, and its leadership 
was effectively neutralized by years of constant litigation. In Kansas, the judicial assault was 
even more systemic. The Court of Industrial Relations continued to issue blanket injunctions 
against any form of organized protest. The state used these legal tools to criminalize the very act 
of union meetings, treating labor organizing as a conspiracy against the public welfare. This 
judicial weaponization created a environment where the rule of law was perceived by the 
working class not as a source of protection, but as a sophisticated mechanism of corporate and 
state suppression. 

The Economic Decimation of the Union Districts 

The failure of the 1921 uprisings led to a catastrophic decline in union membership and 
economic power across both the Appalachian and Kansas coalfields. Coal operators, now fully 
backed by the state’s military and judicial apparatus, moved to implement the "open shop" on a 
massive scale. In West Virginia’s southern counties, union membership, which had peaked 
during the march on Logan, virtually disappeared by 1924. Mines that had once been union 
strongholds were reorganized as non-union operations, and any miner suspected of union 
sympathies was immediately blacklisted. In Kansas, the internal fracture caused by the strike 
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and the expulsion of Alexander Howat led to a collapse of District 14’s organizational integrity. 
The coal operators exploited this weakness by slashing wages and ignoring the safety 
regulations that the union had fought decades to establish. The economic consequence was a 
return to a state of industrial feudalism, where the "company town" regained absolute control 
over the lives of the miners and their families. 

The Rise of the Yellow-Dog Contract and Industrial Blacklisting 

One of the most enduring and repressive legal consequences of the 1921 conflicts was the 
widespread adoption of the yellow-dog contract. These were individual employment 
agreements in which a worker, as a condition of employment, agreed never to join a labor union 
or participate in a strike. Following the suppression of the Redneck Army and the Amazon Army, 
these contracts became the industry standard. Because the courts frequently upheld the 
validity of these contracts, they provided coal operators with a legal basis to obtain immediate 
injunctions against any union organizer who stepped onto company property. Coupled with this 
was the implementation of highly organized blacklisting systems. Coal companies shared lists of 
"troublemakers" and "agitators," ensuring that any miner who participated in the 1921 events 
would never find work in the industry again. This effectively forced thousands of families to 
leave the mining regions, purging the coalfields of their most experienced and radical leaders. 

Internal Centralization: The Victory of John L. Lewis 

The political fallout of 1921 extended deep into the internal structure of the United Mine 
Workers of America. John L. Lewis, the international president, used the "failure" of the 
autonomous uprisings in West Virginia and Kansas to justify a massive centralization of power 
within the union. Lewis argued that the local radicalism of leaders like Frank Keeney and 
Alexander Howat had brought the union to the brink of destruction by alienating the federal 
government and the public. In the years following 1921, Lewis systematically dismantled the 
autonomy of individual districts, appointing "provisional" officers who were loyal to the 
international office rather than the local miners. While this centralization eventually allowed the 
UMWA to survive the Great Depression and regain power during the New Deal, it came at the 
cost of the grassroots, democratic radicalism that had defined the 1921 Mine Wars. The victory 
of Lewis marked a shift toward "business unionism," where the union functioned more as a 
centralized bureaucracy than a revolutionary social movement. 

The National Shift Toward Anti-Labor Conservatism 

On a broader political scale, the suppression of the 1921 uprisings signaled a decisive national 
shift toward anti-labor conservatism that would characterize the "Roaring Twenties." The events 
at Blair Mountain and in the Little Balkans were used by politicians and the media to fuel the 
First Red Scare, linking labor rights to foreign bolshevism. This political climate allowed for the 
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passage of restrictive legislation at both the state and federal levels, aimed at curbing the power 
of unions and protecting the "freedom of contract." The federal government’s willingness to use 
the U.S. Army to break a strike at Blair Mountain set a precedent for the decade, reassuring 
industrial leaders that the state would intervene to protect property rights over labor rights. For 
the American worker, the 1920s became a "lost decade" of declining union density and stagnant 
wages, as the legal and political victories of the coal operators in 1921 reverberated across all 
sectors of the American economy. The memory of the uprisings was suppressed, and the 
lessons of 1921 were buried under a narrative of national prosperity and industrial peace. 

 

12. Legacy and Modern Memory: Reclaiming Hidden Labor Histories 

The Decades of Institutional Silence 

For much of the twentieth century, the Battle of Blair Mountain and the march of the Amazon 
Army existed in a state of historical erasure. In West Virginia, the coal companies maintained 
such a tight grip on the political and educational systems that the 1921 insurrection was 
effectively scrubbed from state-approved textbooks. The event was often referred to in hushed 
tones as a "disturbance" or a "shameful episode," rather than the largest labor uprising in 
American history. Similarly, in Kansas, the radicalism of the Little Balkans was often sanitized in 
favor of a narrative of agricultural stability and Midwestern conservatism. The stories of the 
"Redneck Army" and the "Red Pepper" marches were kept alive not in libraries or classrooms, 
but in the oral traditions of mining families. This institutional silence was a deliberate effort to 
prevent the radicalism of the 1920s from inspiring future generations of workers. By omitting 
these events from the national narrative, the state was able to frame the eventual labor 
protections of the 1930s as a gift from a benevolent government rather than the hard-won 
concessions of a bloody and protracted struggle. 

The New Deal as the Fulfillment of 1921 

While the uprisings of 1921 were immediate military and legal failures, they served as the 
essential groundwork for the transformative labor legislation of the New Deal era. The sheer 
scale and intensity of the violence at Blair Mountain convinced federal policymakers that the 
"company town" system and the use of private paramilitary forces were fundamentally 
incompatible with a stable industrial democracy. When the Great Depression paralyzed the 
nation, the memory of 1921 informed the drafting of the National Industrial Recovery Act and, 
eventually, the National Labor Relations Act of 1935, also known as the Wagner Act. These laws 
finally granted miners the legal right to organize and bargain collectively, effectively outlawing 
the "yellow-dog" contracts and private detective interventions that had sparked the Mine Wars. 
In this sense, the "defeated" miners of West Virginia and the "suppressed" women of Kansas 
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were the uncredited architects of the modern American middle class. Their sacrifice forced the 
federal government to realize that industrial peace could only be achieved through the 
protection of civil liberties in the workplace. 

The Reclamation of the Redneck Identity 

In recent decades, there has been a powerful cultural movement to reclaim the term "redneck" 
from its derogatory roots and restore its connection to the 1921 uprisings. Originally used by 
coal operators and the urban press as a slur for poor, uneducated Appalachian workers, the 
term was transformed during the march on Logan when miners wore red bandanas as a symbol 
of interracial and inter-ethnic solidarity. Today, labor historians and activists have worked to 
highlight this history, framing the "redneck" as a symbol of radical class consciousness rather 
than racial or cultural backwardness. This reclamation is part of a broader effort to honor the 
"Redneck Army" as a disciplined force that fought for the fundamental American principles of 
fairness and freedom from corporate tyranny. By understanding the red bandana as a uniform 
of resistance, modern labor movements have found a historical lineage that connects 
contemporary struggles for dignity to the trenches of Blair Mountain. 

Preservation and the Battle for Memory in the Little Balkans 

In Southeast Kansas, the legacy of the Amazon Army has been revitalized through local 
preservation efforts and the work of community historians. The "Little Balkans" remains a 
region defined by its immigrant mining heritage, and the story of the women who marched 
through the snow in 1921 is a point of immense local pride. Memorials and historical markers 
now stand in towns like Franklin and Frontenac, ensuring that the tactical ingenuity of these 
women is not forgotten. These efforts have moved the Amazon Army from the periphery of 
"women's interest" stories to the center of regional labor history. For the descendants of the 
miners in Crawford and Cherokee counties, the "Red Pepper" marches represent a moment 
when their grandmothers stepped out of the domestic sphere to challenge the state, proving 
that the mining community's power was not contained within the pits but extended to every 
household in the region. 

Modern Relevance and the Ghost of the Mine Wars 

The 1921 Mine Wars continue to haunt and inspire the modern American landscape. As workers 
in the twenty-first century grapple with the rise of the gig economy, the erosion of union power, 
and the resurgence of corporate paternalism, the parallels to the coalfields of 1921 become 
increasingly apparent. The struggles for the right to organize at massive logistics hubs and digital 
corporations echo the miners' demands for an end to the "open shop." The tactical lessons of 
1921—the power of community solidarity across racial lines, the effectiveness of gendered 
mobilization, and the danger of state intervention in labor disputes—remain as relevant today 
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as they were a century ago. Reclaiming these hidden histories is not merely an academic 
exercise; it is an act of restoration for the American labor movement. By acknowledging the full 
scale of the 1921 conflicts, society can better understand the high cost at which current labor 
rights were purchased and the fragility of those rights in the face of consolidated corporate 
power. The ghosts of Blair Mountain and the Amazon Army serve as a reminder that the history 
of American democracy is written not just in the halls of government, but in the snowy fields of 
Kansas and the rugged ridges of West Virginia. 
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