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Abstract:  The mining industry in Arizona first gained prominence with the 

growth of the Morenci-Clifton district in the 1870s.  A “Mexican camp” from its 

inception, the town differed racially from the other mining centers across the State, most 

notably that of Bisbee to the south.  As the industry expanded and with the coming of the 

20th century, each town established its reputation as an ethnic center for Mexicans and 

Anglos.  Competition for jobs and debates over the rights of workers both contained an 

underlying issue of race.  Questions about who held rights to which jobs isolated 

Morenci-Clifton as a cultural outlier, and the union push to regulate the industry left the 

region in a precarious situation.  A 1903 state law shortening the work day to eight hours 

prompted the first major strike in the history of the district, and the motivations behind 

the law’s passage had connotations beyond the protection of workers, extending into the 

realm of racial exclusion. 
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The Copper State 

 

The strike of 1903 had been decades in the making.  The rapid expansion of the 

Arizona mining industry over the previous three decades mirrored that of other western 

states like Colorado and Montana.  With this growth came an expanded workforce, and 

with wage labor came an increase in class consciousness.  Naturally, regulation by 

Arizona’s territorial government quickly followed.  The enactment of a law requiring an 

eight-hour work day came into effect statewide on June 1 of that year.  In towns like 

Bisbee and Globe - who already operated on an eight-hour schedule - the law had no 

noticeable consequences.  However, in mining towns like Morenci-Clifton, who 

conducted business on a ten-hour format, complications quickly arose.  The new law 

forced both the Arizona and Detroit Copper Companies to shorten their shifts by two 

hours per day.  As a compromise and in hopes of averting a work stoppage, the 

companies paid nine hour’s wages for an eight-hour day, which hurt both workers and 

company alike: the former taking a ten percent cut in pay and the latter paying ten percent 

more per hour than before.1  The local paper described the walkout as a simple 

disagreement that would see a quick resolution.  The strike was, however, more 

complicated than the article in Morenci’s Copper Era newspaper would lead readers to 

believe.  An existing dual-wage system, coupled with various cost of living 

considerations, had fostered distrust among the primarily Mexican workforce.   

The work stoppage was almost exclusively an action of the Mexican and Italian 

workers, with few Anglos participating.  On its face, the dispute had obvious racial and 

                                                           
1 “A Big Strike Now On.” Copper Era (Clifton, AZ), June 4, 1903. 
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cultural undertones, with a Catholic, largely- “foreign” underclass on one side and a 

better paid Protestant-Anglo tradesmen and management on the other.  This division, 

while easily identified, grew from complex social relationships formed over the previous 

forty-some-odd years.  Ethnic division (and often unity) among workers and in regard to 

management developed from intricate interactions driven by more than clear-cut racial 

dissonance.  Although race undoubtedly played a role in the treatment of migrant, mostly 

Mexican mine workers in Arizona, myriad economic and social factors contributed to 

their standard of living, including job skills, fluctuating copper prices, language barriers, 

and cultural and religious practices. The experience of a laborer in Morenci-Clifton 

differed greatly from one residing in Bisbee.  Of all mining towns in Arizona at this time, 

Bisbee and Morenci-Clifton best exemplified the two ends of the spectrum with regards 

to these complicated racial interactions. 

The purpose of this study is to clarify the ambiguous racial labeling of Arizona 

mining towns as “White” and “Mexican,” in this case, the towns of Bisbee and Morenci-

Clifton, respectively.  An analysis of cultural practices and laws – written and otherwise – 

reveals how both helped solidify the ethnic and racial homogeneity of these regions.  

Additionally, newspapers and Arizona territorial-era legislative records will help trace the 

evolution of what became the eight-hour law of 1903, which regulated the underground 

mine workers across the territory.  These sources reveal the racial and protectionist 

motivations that drove the law, dispelling – at least in part - the traditional explanation of 

worker’s rights and safety as the impetus for its passage.  The early Arizona mining 

industry was without a doubt racially stratified.  However, the one-dimensional 

characterization of this industry as a strictly top-down, Anglo-dominant, and perpetually 
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oppressive trade fails to take into account the influence other ethnicities had on its 

development, or that racial strife existed outside the conventionally cited Anglo-versus-

Mexican dichotomy. 

The historiography of southwestern American mining covers a broad range of 

subjects.  Recently, focus has shifted away from basic narratives of rapid industrialization 

and class conflict toward sociological and cultural analyses of race relations and 

economic exploitation.  Various accounts of corporate expansion and ever-present labor 

disputes gave way to complex theories of identity formation and the exclusion of groups 

not considered fully “American.”  Early accounts of the relationship between workers 

and management - and their frequent quarrels – exist in the form of journals written 

almost exclusively by those with the time and resources to do so, most often mine 

ownership or management.  James Colquhoun of the Arizona Copper Company penned 

one such account in 1921.  His straightforward presentation of the facts as he saw them 

provides little in the way of cultural analysis.  Instead, Colquhoun recorded his first-

person experiences in running and expanding the company, documenting a history that 

may have otherwise been ignored. 

The histories of labor, capital, and politics are naturally interconnected.  In 

regards to the history of the Arizona mining industry, these topics have received 

extensive coverage.  The historiography includes social, economic, and political studies 

that expose the complex relationships between all parties and classes involved.  

Arguably, mining was the foundational economic driver of Arizona’s growth and 

eventual statehood.  With this development came the same conflicts of race and class 

experienced in every fledgling industry of America’s evolving market economy. 
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Numerous authors have covered these conflicts and, as with any study of a well-worn 

topic, the possibility exists for repetition and/or overlapping exposition.  The purpose of 

this research is to build on the existing historiography, specifically expounding on the 

topics of race and political action which previous historians may have employed more 

generally.  

The first in-depth analysis on the role of race in the Morenci-Clifton region came 

in the form of a master’s thesis in 1961.  Joseph Park broadly examined the history of 

Mexican labor in Arizona during its territorial period, which ended in 1912.  Analytically 

advanced for its time, Park describes the social stratification that existed in Arizona’s 

economy, from agriculture to mining, and how Mexican workers operated in that system.  

Writing on the topic again in a 1977 journal article, Park further recounted the 1903 strike 

and analyzed the race relations that embodied it.  His inclusion of Chinese labor in his 

studies reframed the traditional Mexican-Anglo conflict and revealed how economic 

concerns often promoted ethnic divisions.  Park’s work proved an invaluable starting 

point for later work on Arizona industrial labor and the influential role of race. 

In a fashion similar to Park, James Byrkit’s Forging the Copper Collar: Arizona’s 

Labor Management War of 1901-1921 stands as an essential dissection of Arizona’s 

formative years and the expansion of the industry, the growth of organized labor, and the 

involvement of the Territorial (and later State) government in the regulation of the two.  

Byrkit’s work covers the entire state yet largely ignores the racial anomaly that was the 

Morenci-Clifton region, instead focusing on the Phelps-Dodge Corporation’s ventures in 

Bisbee and capping his study with the deportation of 1917.  Invaluable as a resource for 

the political machinations between the legislature and mining corporations, Copper 
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Collar does little to define the root causes of racial animus beyond an explanation of 

simple Anglo bigotry.  Furthermore, the enactment of the eight-hour law, while 

mentioned, garners little attention. 

As a social history of early Cochise County in Arizona, Katherine Benton-

Cohen’s Borderline Americans: Racial Division and Labor War in the Arizona 

Borderlands departs from Byrkit’s politically-focused work and seeks to expose the 

underpinnings of racial and economic conflict in southern Arizona, specifically in Bisbee.  

Benton-Cohen directly addresses the concept of Bisbee as a “White-man’s camp” and 

what defined it, including the absolute exclusion of Chinese residents and the restriction 

of Mexican workers to lower-paying, above-ground jobs.  She, too, chooses the Bisbee 

Deportation as the culmination of her work.  For the purpose of covering a wide array of 

topics in her book, Benton-Cohen limits the subject of mining to Bisbee, leaving it as an 

assumed archetype of Arizona’s mining industry overall.  While the “White-man’s camp” 

existed elsewhere (Jerome and Globe, most notably) Bisbee’s structure was not, in fact, a 

model emulated statewide.  A comparison of Bisbee to Morenci-Clifton further reveals 

not only the uniqueness of Bisbee, but dispels the myth of the industry existing as wholly 

Anglo-dominant statewide. 

Historian Phillip Mellinger examined the western Copper industry in his 1995 

work, Race and Labor in Western Copper.  While inclusive of the American West as a 

whole, Mellinger’s analysis of race relations in Arizona through economic class and 

union organization provides an excellent quantitative breakdown of how the dual wage 

system undergirded social interactions in the region.  Although focused on race and class 

as topics, Mellinger eschewed the tendency of modern historians to overanalyze and 
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redefine racial interactions with a postmodern slant, criticizing “historians [who take] 

license to create ‘vital connections,’ ‘inter-penetrations,’ and other arcane categories of 

description.”  These tendencies, Mellinger believed, ignored the fact that “American 

ethnicities and races included both the poor (especially the working class) and the better-

off; and the working and upper classes included various ethnicities and races.”  In order 

to write concise histories of race and class relations, he argued, historians must avoid 

“historical interpretations which juxtapose and compare abstract descriptive social 

categories with one another [as they] tend to create masses of murky jargon.”2  

Mellinger’s last point (and his analytical style in general) helped shape how this paper 

conceptualizes race and ethnicity. 

Clearly defining race, ethnicity, nationality, and class in a manner in which all 

people can agree on lies somewhere between unfeasible and impossible.  Furthermore, 

the definitions of each of these categories are constantly in flux.  During the period 

discussed, sources such as the local newspaper employed race and nationality 

interchangeably, something that is hardly done in modern writing.  For the purposes of 

this paper, straightforward and contemporaneous definitions of each word will be used.  

Race, while a multifaceted concept, will be used to differentiate between basic 

phenotypes.  The more specific ethnicity will be used to reveal the complexity of 

phenotype combined with cultural practices, with “Mexican” generally meaning Spanish-

speaking Catholic migrants from the south and “Anglo” referring to mostly English-

speaking Protestant (except in the case of the Irish) people of North and West European 

                                                           

2 Phillip J. Mellinger, Race and Labor in Western Copper: The Fight for Equality, 1896 – 1918. (Tucson: 
University of Arizona Press, 1995), 13. 
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descent.  Nationality will be used as a direct description of country-of-origin and nothing 

more, except in the cases when primary sources use it otherwise, which will be noted.  

While similarly named, Spanish, Mexican, and Mexican-American workers formed 

distinct groups, even when the companies chose to lump them together for their own 

purposes.  David Roediger’s concept of “whiteness” and its interchangeability with one’s 

identity as an American will be employed sparsely in cases where relevant.  The use of 

the term American is used as it was in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, referring to 

native-born, Anglo-Protestant (and, in the case of Arizona at the time, Irish-Catholic) 

residents who generally occupied the top of the social stratum.  Exclusion of other 

ethnicities from the American race/nationality is done solely for the sake of simplicity 

and not as a dismissive slight.3 

The history of mining in the Morenci-Clifton-Metcalf region is similar to that 

found elsewhere across the state and in the Western United States in general.  The early 

1870s saw an increase in mining activity in the area.  Small, individually-owned placer 

claims merged into fledgling corporations which later industrialized the processes of 

extraction and smelting.  These companies further consolidated into larger corporations 

with an influx of investment from the Eastern United States and, in the case of the 

                                                           

3
 Notes on sourcing:  Primary sources for this study include company records (payroll and otherwise), 

county recorder files, histories written by mine owners and operators, and newspapers from the era, with a 
noticeable emphasis on the latter.  Newspapers from the turn of the century often displayed a pronounced 
bias, making them dubious sources for hard facts.  Taking this into account, they also provide an excellent 
indication of the general social and political attitudes found in the respective region.  For example and 
broadly speaking, Morenci was more racially tolerant than Bisbee, both in its treatment of Chinese 
residents and in the employment of a majority-Mexican workforce.  The town’s paper reflected this fact in 
the way they described these non-Anglo inhabitants, forgoing the racial slurs and blatant bigotry often 
found in the Bisbee newspaper.  In regards to secondary sourcing, the aforementioned books and authors 
are referenced throughout, as well as various other books, journal articles, and monographs or master’s 
theses. 
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Arizona Copper Company, from as far away as Edinburgh, Scotland.4  This history, or a 

slight variation of it, could be true for almost every mining town in Arizona.  In the case 

of Morenci-Clifton, its uniqueness came from the ethnic composition of its population 

and workforce. 

                                                           
4 James M. Patton, History of Clifton. (Clifton: Greenlee Country Chamber of Commerce, 1977), 18. 
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Morenci-Clifton-Metcalf: Early Arizona Mining and Mexican Labor 

 

Although the Morenci-Clifton region played a major role in the development of 

the Arizona mining industry, it was neither the first nor the biggest operation in the state 

in the mid-to-late 19th century.  The title of earliest organized copper mining belonged to 

Ajo, Arizona, which began operations as early as 1854.  With the establishment of large-

scale smelting abilities still over two decades away, the ore extracted at Ajo travelled all 

the way to the United Kingdom for refinement.5  Isolation and inefficiency of smelting 

relegated Ajo to a minor role in the history of Arizona copper.  What became the locus of 

Arizona mining in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, The Copper Queen mine, was 

first claimed by George Warren in 1877.  After several changes of ownership involving 

an odd and likely apocryphal tale of drunken footrace against a horse, the Copper Queen 

stake fell into the hands of the Phelps-Dodge Corporation in 1885 under the guidance of 

chemical geologist Dr. James Douglas.  Already partial owners of the Detroit Copper 

Company in Morenci since 1881 as well as the smaller Atlanta mine in Bisbee the same 

year, PD’s acquisition of the Copper Queen established the company as a preeminent 

competitor in Arizona copper mining, as well as Western business in general.6  While 

Bisbee’s size and scope later eclipsed that of Morenci-Clifton, the latter introduced large-

scale mining in the 1870s, over a decade before Bisbee. 

Known as a “Mexican Camp” due to its majority-Mexican workforce, Morenci-

Clifton existed as an anomaly both socially and economically, with sparse copper 

                                                           
5 James Byrkit, Forging the Copper Collar: Arizona’s Labor Management War, 1901-1921 (Tucson, AZ: 
The University of Arizona Press, 1982), 14. 
6 Robert Glass Cleland, A History of Phelps Dodge, 1834-1950 (New York: Alfred A. Knopf Publishing, 
1952), 85-86.; Byrkit, Copper Collar, 15-17. 
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deposits and an unstable metals market frequently cited as the reason for the depressed 

wages relative to other camps across the state and among both the Mexican and Anglo 

workers.7  The dominance of Mexican employees in the area began as early as 1873 with 

the opening of the Francisco (later Longfellow) mine, purchased by brothers Charles and 

Henry Lesinsky from previous owner Robert Metcalf.8  With the formal “subduing” of 

the Apache still thirteen years away, attracting labor to the region remained difficult, as 

frequent raids by tribal leaders Victorio - and later Geronimo - made settling in the area 

perilous.  The importation of workers became a necessity as operations expanded, and 

Mexican labor from the South was, at that time, better skilled and easier to come by than 

Anglo labor from the East.9  

Mexicans had worked small placer claims in Mexico and Arizona for generations, 

having acquired their extraction and smelting skills from both Aztec natives who had 

worked copper for centuries and the later Spanish colonialists who arrived in the early 

1500s.10  Writing to the Tucson newspaper in 1873, Charles Lesinsky cited his Mexican 

workers and their techniques as the core of his operation: “We are taking out ore 

containing from 70 to 80 percent copper… We have also erected a furnace and 

commenced smelting by Mexican process which is rather slow work; but we intend in a 

short time to build a good furnace and work in earnest.  We have about thirty men 

steadily at work there.”11  Many of these workers were single men with no familial roots 

tying them to the area.  The threat of Apache raids often outweighed the benefits of 

                                                           
7 “A.T. Thompson Tells of the Trouble in Clifton.” Bisbee Daily Review (Bisbee, AZ) October 14, 1915. 
8 Roberta Watt, “History of Morenci, Arizona,” (master’s thesis, University of Arizona, 1956), 12-13. 
9 James Colquhoun, The Early History of the Clifton-Morenci District (London: unnamed publisher, 1924), 
41-43. 
10 Colquhoun, Early History: 46-47 
11 Arizona Citizen (Tucson, AZ), Nov 8, 1873. 
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steady wage labor, with workers favoring their safety over employment.  As a result, the 

Lesinkys sought to recruit workers with families, hoping their devotion to their relatives 

would prompt them to remain in the area in the face of potential violence.12  In addition, 

70 to 150 Chinese workers from the San Francisco area came to Morenci-Clifton in 1877 

to fill new positions created by the rapid development of operations in the area as well as 

the gap left by itinerant Mexican workers.13  By the beginning of the next decade, Anglo, 

Mexican, and Chinese workers comprised the bulk of employees in the region. 

For the Arizona mining industry, the 1880s saw additional growth and, in turn, an 

increase of the working population in towns such as Clifton.  Capital investment, coupled 

with the introduction of new technology, prompted a mass hiring of both skilled and 

unskilled workers to sustain the operation of the mines.  The Detroit Copper Company – 

a joint venture between John Church and the Phelps Dodge Corporation – increased its 

workforce fivefold between the years 1882 (the earliest records available) to 1890.14  

Payroll records reveal the proportion of Anglo to Mexican (and occasionally Spanish) 

workers at a ratio of (roughly) 1 to 2 in 1882, 1 to 3 in 1886, and 1 to 4 in 1890.  By the 

middle of the 1880s, the Chinese workers brought from the West a decade earlier had 

vanished from the payrolls completely. Two men, vulgarly listed as Jim and John 

“Chinaman” by the payroll bookkeeper who likely did not know their real names, last 

appeared on the ledger in the summer of 1882.15  Both men signed for their wages ($1.33 

                                                           
12 Joseph F. Park, “The History of Mexican Labor in Arizona during the Territorial Period” (master’s 
thesis,    University of Arizona, 1961), 151.; Colquhoun, Early History, 49. 
13 Watt, “History of Morenci” : 16.; “Longfellow Copper Works,” Arizona Citizen  (Tucson, Pima County, 
Arizona Territory), Apr. 14, 1877 
14 Colquhoun, Early History: 54. 
15 Detroit Copper Mining Company, “Payroll” records, 1882 - 1900 (Archival Payroll Books, Special 
Collections, University of Arizona Library) Call no. AZ163.  An article appearing in the Clifton Clarion on 
January 13th, 1886, mentions the employment of Chinese labor in the Longfellow mine, owned by the 
Arizona Copper Company.  The article references a Chinese worker “sorting ore” and losing 3 digits on his 
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per day) in their native script, though the crude nature of their handwriting suggests 

limited literacy, a common trait for Chinese migrant labor at the time.  Although it cannot 

be said for certain due to the weathered state of the ledger and the apparently hurried 

manner in which the names were signed, “Jim’s” real name may have been Xiang and 

“John’s” was possibly Qi.  They were the last two Chinese employees to appear on the 

payroll of the Detroit Copper Company.16  

The 1890s continued the pace of industrial development seen a decade earlier, and 

the percentage of non-Anglo (including, by this time, some Italian) workers remained 

around seventy percent.  During this decade, a pattern of racial division became more 

pronounced than that found in the 1880s.  The mechanization of the industry had 

consequences for the old order of labor.  Historian Joseph Park described the introduction 

of complex machinery as the beginning of the tiered system:  

 

The machine not only made itself a formidable competitor to the Mexican laborer, 
but it created a new hierarchy of positions for which he could not qualify.  [At one 
time] he could elevate himself to the position of smelter by demonstrating his ability 
to sweat beads of pure silver from a fused cake of copper and other minerals then 
considered as worthless impurities.  Now, in place of his little adobe smelting oven, 
there stood a snarling blast furnace, the operation and maintenance of which 
required specialists whose duties he could hardly describe, much less accomplish.17 

 

Technological advances had surpassed the skills of the Mexican worker.  The small-scale 

smelting for which they were known gave way to mass production and a specialized 

                                                           

left hand to a blasting cap, drawing the attention of the “neighboring Chinamen” with his cries of pain.  
These details reveal multiple Chinese workers employed by the ACC as late as 1886, although the job of 
“sorting ore” would have been above-ground and likely low paying.  This is the last record of Chinese 
workers in the mining industry in the Morenci region that could be found. 
16 Translation of Chinese script found in the payroll records of the Detroit Copper Company, as well as 
information on the potential illiteracy of the signers, provided by Professor Feng-his Liu, et al, of the 
University of Arizona Chinese Language Department, via email, April 2017. 
17 Park, History of Mexican Labor: 151. 
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workforce needed for its operation.  While there may certainly have been an element of 

racial animosity driving this transition, economic expediency provided the strongest 

incentive for the relegation of Mexicans with a now-antiquated skillset to lower positions 

in the labor pool. 

 As the 1890s progressed, Mexicans began to move from the role of skilled 

tradesmen to the lower rungs of the occupational ladder, with nonspecific titles such as 

“laborer” or “miner” being the only indicators of the type of work they did.18  However, 

cases existed where Mexican workers earned above the two-dollar-a-day wage usually 

paid.  One Mexican worker, Gomez C. Butierrez, earned three dollars a day, well above 

the average wage for the majority of Anglo workers.  Similarly, records from 1882 

indicate some men with Anglo surnames such as Wallace and Davidson earned below 

two dollars for their work.  By the late 1880s and into the 1890s, the dual-wage system 

solidified and cases of inter-wage transitions between ethnicities became less frequent.19   

Much like the work and wages themselves, the payroll ledgers of the Detroit 

Copper Company reflected the racial segregation of mine labor.  The listing of Anglo-

surnamed employees came first, followed by those with Mexican and Spanish names.  By 

1898, the company began logging job titles and wage deductions for credit at the 

company store and various benefits such as “Accident Insurance” and room and board.  

Employing over 1200 workers by the turn of the century, the racial distribution of jobs by 

title and wages became more evident. The Arizona Copper Company’s payroll records 

display a racial distribution similar to that of the DCC, with a similar-sized workforce 

                                                           
18 “Condition not Changed: The Clifton-Morenci Strike…” Bisbee Daily Review (Bisbee, AZ), June 5, 
1903. 
19 DCC “Payroll” records. 
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and an estimated 65 to 80 percent non-Anglo personnel.  Their records, however, begin in 

late 1903 and are recorded in a rather cryptic manner, with no wages or deductions listed 

and names organized neither alphabetically nor by ethnicity.  A rudimentary analysis of 

total pay does reveal an on-average higher wage for Anglos than other workers, which 

effectively mirrors that of the DCC.20  This issue of pay disparity and relegation of non-

Anglo workers to unskilled labor, among other things, later played a role in the region’s 

first major strike in 1903. 

The racial motivation behind the dual-wage system is indisputable.  Justifications 

for this pay discrepancy followed the eugenicist theories of the era.  Mine owners 

believed Mexicans to be naturally accustomed to a warm climate, enduring the hotter, 

unpleasant jobs that a white man from the colder east could or would not.21   

Correspondingly, a 1918 mass exodus of Anglo workers to Eastern mines caused a dip in 

production due to labor shortages, except in the Mexican-dominated mines where 

workers remained due to their “disinclination to leave a warm climate.”22  Anglo mine 

owners and workers also characterized Mexican workers as “careless…not socially or 

industrially ambitious,” making them nonthreatening to white workers as they 

“compete[d] little, if at all, with what is called ‘white labor’ in the Southwest”23  The 

labeling of Mexican workers as unmotivated and genetically predisposed to tolerating 

heat is, of course, a pseudoscientific rationale for their treatment.  By pigeonholing an 

entire ethnicity, mine owners could comfortably relegate them to lower-wage duties, thus 
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mollifying Anglo workers and protecting their jobs.  This racial dynamic, however, had a 

fundamental economic origin that helped foster and complicate divisions among workers, 

as evidenced by the treatment of Chinese recruits in the 1880s. 

The request for some 150 Chinese workers in 1877 contributed to a heightening 

of racial tensions in the Morenci-Clifton area.  Similar to arguments made about the 

nature of Mexican labor, Henry Lesinsky justified the use of Chinese workers on the 

basis that they did work that others – including Mexicans – refused to do.24  The 

resentment among Anglo and Mexican workers toward this new group of wage laborers 

was palpable.  In his History of Clifton, James Patton described the local worker’s 

attitudes toward the Chinese: “It was not a crime to kill a Chinaman, the men argued, 

since it was an injustice to the American and Mexican laborers to bring them here in the 

first place.”  As seen in the previous payroll records, Chinese labor disappeared from the 

mines by the early to mid-1880s, the “antagonism” they caused among the workers being 

the primary reason. The treatment of the Chinese adds another layer of complexity to the 

race relations in the Morenci-Clifton mining district.25 

By all accounts, the discontinuation of Chinese employment in the region came in 

an atmosphere of distrust toward “coolie” labor and at the behest of the Anglo and 

                                                           
24 Watt, History of Morenci: 16-17. 
25 Patton, History of Clifton: 21, 36.   
About 1960, some 20 years after the Morenci-Clifton mine had gone from underground to open pit, a 
shovel operating on the south side of the pit uncovered bones of unknown origin.  A supervisor and several 
staff on shift at the time witnessed the unearthing and decided to call the Phelps Dodge doctor to identify 
the remains.  According to those present, the doctor declared them to be those of a cow.  On his word, the 
bones were sent to the waste dump with the other overburden from the area and operations quickly 
resumed.  In private, witnesses to the event expressed their skepticism about the type of bones found, with 
many assuming them to be human.  Local lore held that a cave-in had trapped a handful of Chinese workers 
sometime in the late 1800s who were presumably unable to be saved.  The bones looked human to 
everyone except the company doctor.  Besides, they wondered, how would a cow get that far underground 
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Mexican workers.  Newspaper editorials denounced the Chinese in many of the same 

ways they did the Mexicans, citing their ability to work “without air and food” due to 

years of training in miserable conditions.  Moreover, they arrived in the region as the first 

direct competition with Mexican workers, depressing wages in a region already known 

for a lower standard of living.26  Lesinsky may have expressed a reluctance to hire 

Chinese workers, but their purported willingness to mine deeper and work for wages 

below those paid to Mexicans made them ideal recruits.  From a purely economic 

standpoint, the dismissal of Chinese workers would be imprudent.  So what drove 

capitalist owners to sacrifice profits through higher wages and a potentially lower 

production output?  As white workers had previously considered their jobs “safe” from 

Mexican encroachment due to their lack of “industrial ambition,” they presumably felt 

even less threatened, at least occupation-wise, by the lower-paid Chinese.  Their 

contempt for the Chinese likely stemmed less from a fear of competition and more from 

the run-of-the-mill bigotry; disdain for those who did not appear the same, speak the 

language, or practice the same customs.  With Chinese workers financially beneficial to 

capitalist ownership and of little threat to “white labor,” one can reasonably conclude that 

pressure from the Mexican workers drove the decision. 

The unskilled work in the mines was naturally also the lowest paid.  With the 

skilled Anglo and occasional Mexican tradesman occupying the upper echelons, the 

lower rungs were occupied by those willing to work for the lowest wages which, in the 

years from roughly 1877 to 1883, were the Chinese.  Lesinsky’s attempt to retain 

Mexican workers through the recruitment of men with relatives also meant that he would 
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have to pay more to support them.27  The dollar-a-day wages earned by the Chinese – by 

and large single men at this time – likely proved insufficient to sustain a family.28  The 

undercutting of Mexican workers by the Chinese created direct conflict between the 

groups, fostering the acrimony described by Patton and the eventual cessation of their 

employment.  This clash between two non-Anglo ethnic groups in competition for jobs 

exposes the complicated connection between economics and ethnic strife. 

During the brief period of Chinese employment in the Morenci-Clifton mines, the 

dual-wage system was, more accurately, a triple-wage structure.  When examined outside 

the typical framework of race, wages appear to coincide with skill.  Chinese workers with 

no mining experience coming mostly from railroad production earned half of what an 

unskilled or semi-skilled Mexican worker did.  These Mexican employees had mining 

experience yet lacked the knowledge of modern industrial trades that came to dominate 

the field in the 1880s.  The Anglo workers, both American-born and Cornish or Scottish 

immigrants, possessed this expertise and parlayed it into higher wages.  Of course, the 

distribution of particular skills had its own intricate racialized beginnings.  However, the 

Mexican ire towards the Chinese most likely grew from the latter’s ability to depress 

wages and occupy jobs previously held by the former.  Similar to the white tradesmen’s 

distrust of Mexican encroachment into their sphere, Mexicans hoped to protect their own 

jobs and wages from the intrusion of the Chinese.  The establishment of racial identity for 

the purpose of excluding economic competition was not strictly the domain of Anglo 
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labor.  With their treatment of the Chinese, Mexicans had shown their ability to close 

ranks and protect both their financial and community standing. 

Chinese expulsion from the mines forced those who remained in town to find 

other sources of income, whether legal and otherwise.  Laundry services became a simple 

yet necessary business in a town engaged in a notoriously dirty industry.  Report of a fire 

destroying a Chinese “wash-house” appeared in the Clarion in February of 1885.  In 

1886, the Sun Sing laundry, and likely several others, provided services to the residents 

of Clifton.  By February of 1887, no fewer than six Chinese-owned launderettes operated 

locally, as evidenced by an ad placed in the paper by a “laundress” who ran a “white 

labor laundry” and implored local residents to employ her services over those provided 

by the Chinese-owned shops.29  Those who could not find work in laundry or the few 

other occupations open to Chinese residents ran opium dens, providing illicit services to 

those willing to pay, including many whites.  Legally speaking, the law prohibited the 

sale or consumption of the drug, but the local court system did little to fully eliminate it 

as a vice.  “Celestials” caught peddling opium or operating a den faced arrest and steep 

fines (in April of 1889, between sixty and a hundred dollars), the county choosing – in 

this instance at least - to enrich its coffers rather than jail the offenders.30  

When analyzed without deeper context, the racially tiered system of employment 

found in Morenci-Clifton gives the impression of a segregated town on the verge of a 

potential race war.  Skilled Anglo tradesmen ousted Mexican workers from atop the 

workforce ladder, pushing them into lower-rung jobs and, in turn, forced them to contend 

with Chinese immigrants for employment.  When viewed through a strictly economic 

                                                           
29 Clifton Clarion (Clifton, AZ), Feb 4, 1885, May 19, 1886, Feb 9, 1887. 
30 Clifton Clarion (Clifton, AZ), Apr 26, 1889. 
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lens, the state of interracial relations in Morenci-Clifton certainly appeared dire.  

However, economic and social spheres, while in many ways intertwined, exist separately 

as well.  Inferring the realities of routine social interactions based on a knowledge of 

working conditions and pay disparities produces an inadequate representation of 

everyday life.  This type of one-dimensional assessment denies the active free will of the 

worker outside of his or her occupation, framing them as victims of circumstances 

beyond their control.  In order to appreciate how each group maneuvered in the public 

domain, it must be examined separate of economics, an admittedly difficult task as the 

two are intricately linked.  Nevertheless, the experience of non-Anglo residents in the 

area was not as outwardly dismal as their economic standing would make it seem. 

Historian James Byrkit branded the Morenci-Clifton area as an “industrial 

barony,” built on the backs of “illiterate peons imported from Mexico.” (Morenci’s 

Spanish language newspaper during this time, El Obrero, while admittedly short-lived, 

challenges his accusation of wholesale illiteracy among the workers).  Invoking the 

overworked stereotype of the soul-crushing company town, Byrkit unfairly grouped the 

Mexican workers of Morenci as a faceless monolith; an exploited class of ethnic slaves 

incapable of any form of upward mobility.  Despite acknowledging low-quality ore as the 

driver of lower wages compared to other mining camps, Byrkit also failed to recognize 

the origins of Morenci-Clifton’s founding and its Mexican-influenced culture.31  

Moreover, his dismissal of Mexicans as mere “peons” superficially ignores nearly eighty 

percent of the town’s inhabitants, as well as the power that population held.  In fact, in 
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some (indeed rare) instances, Mexican workers operated within the economic system to 

achieve financial wealth on par with Anglo mine owners. 

As referenced by Roberta Watt in her History of Morenci, a man named Francisco 

Carrasco once owned a portion of the town that later became the open pit mine that exists 

in Morenci today.  Arriving in 1878 as one of the early workers in the region, Carrasco 

prospected in his spare time and by the 1890s had staked claims on two mines, calling 

them the “Carrasco” and “Esperanza.”  The working of these claims proved fruitful, 

allowing Carrasco to enrich himself far beyond what he would have made as a $2 dollar a 

day miner.  In September of 1888, burglars stole $750 in cash from a locked chest in his 

tent, a sum greater than even an Anglo miner in Morenci could accumulate in a year.  The 

Clarion lauded the Carrasco mine as a great producer, and in 1888, Francisco sold the 

mine to New York investors for a sum of ten thousand dollars.  He later parted with the 

Esperanza holding, according to Watt, selling it to the Arizona Copper Company, and 

ended up leaving the region and returning to Mexico fifty thousand dollars richer.32 

The story of Francisco Carrasco, while certainly unique, belies the narrative of a 

region and industry filled with unobstructed racial oppression.  His experience was a 

literal example of the rags-to-riches, “bootstrap” legend of American capitalism. Carrasco 

arrived as a migrant laborer, used his spare time and money to begin his own business, 

and then sold it for a massive gain.  A society geared toward the suppression of ethnic 

minorities would hardly establish a system where “foreign” workers could lay claim to 

“native soil,” much less allow them to profit through its development and later sale – to 

Anglo buyers, no less.  Without legal protections with respect to his property rights, 
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Carrasco could have fallen victim to corporate “claim jumping,” whether through threats 

or actual violence.  Instead, he returned to Mexico with what would be the equivalent of 

$1.5 million in 2017 dollars. 

While the racial hierarchy of the region favored white ownership and tradesmen, 

Mexican and other ethnic cultures remained prevalent among the workers and, by 

extension, the towns themselves.  The description of a white ruling class as totally 

dominant – while in many ways accurate economically – fails to appreciate the influence 

of foreign cultural and religious practices in daily life.  As Joseph Park described it, “anti-

Mexican sentiments, though no doubt felt by the Anglo-American miners [in Morenci], 

were not outwardly expressed to any significant degree, either toward resident or alien 

Mexicans.”33  Moreover, Mexican traditions played an important role in the development 

of the unique atmosphere found in the region.  Frequently, the mines and local business 

shut down for the celebration of Mexican national holidays. 

Far from the patriarchal racism described by Phylis Martinelli in her book, 

Undermining Race, the Morenci-Clifton-Metcalf region willingly adapted foreign 

traditions into its local customs.  Her portrayal of a socially-detached, tea-sipping white 

upper-class and the almost slavish Mexican workers who toiled at their behest discounts 

the remarkable position Mexican culture truly occupied.  While the Fourth of July was 

undeniably the town’s primary holiday – for obvious reasons – the “local town fathers” 

did not deny Mexican “petitioners” the right to celebrate September 16th, Mexican 

Independence Day, until 1919, as Martinelli claims.34  In fact, Mexican holidays, culture, 
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and even politics helped influence the social development of the town over three decades 

prior. 

The earliest record of Mexican’s celebrating their independence from Spain in the 

Morenci-Clifton region dates back to 1885.  As September 16th of that year fell on a 

Wednesday, the Detroit Copper Company ceased operations for the day to allow for a 

“jubilee” to take place.  A laudatory description of “[America’s] sister Republic” even 

accompanied the announcement of the festivities in the local newspaper.35  The 

publication of upcoming plans as well as post-celebration recaps can be found almost 

every year in the newspaper.  The merriment of 1903 prompted a five paragraph article 

describing the activities of the day, which included the consumption of “an ordinary-

sized watermelon in about forty seconds” by the winner of a “watermelon race.”36  

Contrary to the portrayal of Anglos as authoritarians reluctant to grant permission to their 

Mexican subordinates, the Arizona Copper Company funded the Cinco de Mayo 

celebrations of 1907, providing the lumber and labor necessary to build the “dancing 

pavilion, band stand, etc., for the celebration…”  The announcement of this donation in 

the Copper Era newspaper included praise of the Mexican population’s efforts in 

preparing for that “Great Day,” and ended with a declaration of “Viva Mexico!”37 

Whether this acceptance – and even promotion - of “foreign” traditions resulted 

from a need to pacify the largest sector of the workforce or out of genuine respect is 

difficult to establish definitively.  Newspapers of this era often contained more 

editorializing than found in modern papers, and the influence of the copper companies on 
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the content and tone of the paper cannot be understated.  Questionable newspaper 

coverage aside, the organizing of the celebrations by the Mexican residents reveals their 

ability to operate independent of Anglo authority.  Mexican fraternal organizations, such 

as the Junta Patriotica, handled the planning and coordinated the revelry through the 

election of officials.38  Reports of the festivities also made it a point to highlight the 

invitation of the “Americans” to the grand ball that marked the end of the event. Several 

accounts relate the attendance of many Americans and the “jolly good” time that was had 

by all.39  Reference to the invitation of Americans to the event – while seemingly 

innocuous – implies the status of the Mexican population in the region.  Their affairs 

were planned independently (besides the aforementioned financial backing), and while 

the Anglos of the camp might very well have attended without prompting, the extension 

of an invitation indicates a high level of Mexican sovereignty. 

The celebration of American national holidays also saw reciprocity from the 

Mexican community in the form of their participation in Fourth of July festivities.  

Similar to the September 16th and Cinco de Mayo events, Mexican social organizations 

marched in a parade and delivered speeches to the crowd in both Spanish and English.  

During the holiday proceedings of 1900, Refugio Moreno’s oration prompted cheers of 

“Viva!” from the crowd once again.  He concluded his time at the podium with a call for 

“cheers for George Washington, the Father of our country, and for Hidalgo, the Father of 

Mexico.”40  The following year saw the addition of contests among the citizens, including 

a bike race, a drilling competition, and a planned burro race which, unfortunately, nobody 

                                                           

38
 “For 16th Celebration,” The Copper Era and Morenci Leader, (Clifton, AZ), Aug 6, 1915 

39
 “The 16th in Clifton,” Copper Era, (Clifton, AZ), Sept 17, 1903; “Cinco de Mayo.,” Copper Era, 

(Clifton, AZ), May 9, 1907;  “The Fifth of May,” Copper Era, (Clifton, AZ), May 6, 1909 
40 “The Fourth in Clifton,” Copper Era, (Clifton, AZ), July 5, 1900 



30 

 

signed up for.  Of all ten contestants in the team drilling competition, as well as the single 

drill winner, none had Anglo surnames.  The prizes paid out were substantial as well: 

seventy-five dollars for the team winners and thirty-five for the single.  Jose Garcia 

earned five dollars – essentially two day’s wages - for a second place finish in the bicycle 

race.41  

The adoption of American holidays by Mexican residents – whether the result of 

an authentic desire to assimilate or to appease the Anglo ruling class – suggests a fairly 

high level of integration into the social life of the Morenci-Clifton district, certainly more 

so than the two-tiered racial system described by Martinelli.  Furthermore, the veneration 

shown to Miguel Hidalgo as the “Father of Mexico,” - on American soil, on the most 

revered of American secular holidays, and in the same breath as George Washington - 

underscores the distinctiveness of the local culture and the influence of Mexican 

traditions thereupon. 

Party planning, watermelon races, and drilling competitions certainly seem like 

trifling details in comparison to a town divided by a dual-wage system.  However, the 

level of free will exercised in a supposedly Anglo-dominated society speaks to ethnic 

relations in the area.  The intermingling of races during the celebration of a foreign 

country’s holidays on American soil as early as 1885 belies the narrative of complete 

Anglo-Protestant hegemony.  The willingness of mine owners to shut down operations 

for the day and even fund the celebrations could easily be classified as blatant pandering; 

the noblesse oblige of a capitalist class trying to maintain the loyalty of their charges.  

This would be a valid interpretation were it not for other elements of Mexican (and later, 
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Italian) agency, which included political influence developing from demographic boom 

and even the interjection of the Mexican government and clergy on behalf of their fellow 

countrymen. 

The earliest evidence of town leaders acknowledging the Mexican population as a 

potentially powerful voting bloc can be found in 1886.  A rally held in Clifton and 

ostensibly arranged by leaders of the Mexican community reaffirmed the attendees’ 

dedication to the Democratic ticket.  Two men, Filimon Barela and Ignacio Campbell, 

delivered speeches in both Spanish and English to the crowd.42  Despite the fact that the 

tone of the article is categorically paternalistic on the part of Anglo political leaders, the 

recognition of the majority-Mexican populace as a necessary element of political success 

speaks to their importance to the fabric of the town.  

Indeed, the Mexican populace also felt no pressure to temper their politics in the 

presence of Anglos.  The Cinco de Mayo celebration of 1906, attended by “more than 

two thousand people…composed of Americans, Mexicans, and Italians,” culminated with 

speeches delivered by local leaders.  Described in the Copper Era as “An 

Unpleasant…Incident,” a Mexican resident opposed to the rule of Porfirio Diaz took his 

turn at the podium to denounce the Mexican leader.  Exclamations of “Down with Diaz!  

Cursed be Diaz!  Traitor!  Tyrant of the Republic!  Imposter!  Thief!”  rang out across the 

crowd.  Loyalist resident Edward Gomez provided a rejoinder to the outspoken renegade, 

eliciting cheers of “Viva Diaz!  Viva Mexico!  Viva Gomez!” from those in attendance.  

The next morning, the Mexican “patriots” purportedly expelled the anti-Diaz coalition 

from the region.43  
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This type of proxy war between rival political factions of a foreign country, 

though certainly not a daily occurrence, further exposes the level of security felt by the 

Mexican residents of the district.  First, that an “anti-Diaz club” would have the ability to 

express an apparently unpopular opinion in front of thousands without physical 

retribution from the purportedly strict Anglo leadership or by their fellow countrymen 

shows a staggering degree of bravado.  Second, that those in opposition to the “renegade” 

would have the ability and authority to expel them from the town – albeit with the 

support of their American colleagues – displays a level of sway one would not expect to 

find in a suppressed underclass.  The white minority of the Morenci-Clifton area 

exhibited little inclination – or even any capability - to repress Mexican social and 

political factions. 

 Descriptions of the region often condense its population into a dichotomy of 

Anglo and Mexican, with the former at the head and the latter as a subservient working 

class.  As described before, this was almost certainly the case in regards to wages, less so 

in the case of cultural and political impact.  Those simplistic classifications quickly break 

down under further scrutiny.  Through an analysis of newspaper and company payroll 

records, the racial and national identity classifications of “American” and “Mexican” 

reveal themselves as broad generalizations more than specific identifiers. 

 Whether for the sake of simplicity or as a conniving way to condemn a worker to 

a life of lower wages, the copper company’s local newspapers lumped all “Latin” names 

into a category known as “Mexican.”   This group, although largely made up of Mexican 

nationals and American-born citizens of Mexican descent, included Spanish and Italian 

immigrants as well.  In regards to racial classification, workers were American, Mexican, 
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or European; detailed identification only complicated things.44  The payroll books of the 

Detroit Copper Company also conveniently divided their rolls between Anglo-American 

sounding names (Wallace, Davidson, McClean) and those with Latin origins (Padilla, 

Carbajal, Montes).  Determining the difference between a Mexican and Spanish surname 

can be difficult.  However, the inclusion of Italian names in the “Mexican” section 

reveals the outlook of the company towards its non-Anglo employees.  For the purpose of 

record keeping along the lines of the dual-wage system, everyone became Mexican.  This 

was doubtless preferable to the disrespect shown toward the aforementioned Chinese 

workers, John and Jim “Chinaman.”45 

 Newspaper reporting of the era further ingrained this straightforward 

classification of races in the region.  The above-mentioned 1886 article in the Clifton 

Clarion discussing a Mexican political rally publicized the fluidity of racial categories in 

the town as much as it did the political clout of the “Mexican” residents.  Filimon Barela, 

according to the account, delivered his speech “in choice words of Castilian,” a dialect of 

Spanish spoken in the north of Spain.  At no point in the article is Barela or any other 

attendee identified as Spanish.  The commentary ends with moderately condescending 

praise of the success of the meeting for being “well conducted – orderly and creditable to 

our Mexican fellow-citizens under whose auspices it was held.”46 In most cases, 

identifying the racial demographic makeup of a crowd seems unnecessary.  We can 

presume the author did so in this instance due to the inclusion of foreign politics in the 

story.  Be that as it may, the failure to differentiate between the national identities of 
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Spanish-speaking residents demonstrates the unsophisticated classification system 

practiced in the region. 

 By modern standards, the lack of respect shown for individual ethnic identity 

seems inexcusable; further evidence of the Anglo disregard for those they saw as their 

social inferiors.  When viewed in light of racial relations of the era and compared to other 

mining camps in the state of Arizona – most notably, Bisbee and Globe - the Morenci-

Clifton region seems positively progressive. In addition to the celebration of Mexican 

national holidays, political proxy wars, and the involvement of Mexican politicians and 

clergy in town life, the defense of the region’s multicultural makeup against outside 

critique provides additional evidence of the relative harmony found in the multiracial 

townspeople.  During the debate over the eight-hour law of 1903, Morenci had to justify 

its hiring practices – and in many ways, its very existence – against accusations of 

betraying American workers in favor of “foreigners” and Mexicans. 

At the beginning of 1903, the mining companies of the Morenci-Clifton region, 

and the town itself, came under withering criticism for their hiring practices and, by 

extension, their status as a “Mexican camp.”  The most vocal of the rival mining towns, 

Bisbee, had an established reputation as a “White man’s camp,” one which had existed 

since its inception in the early 1880s.  By design, the ratio of Mexican to Anglo workers 

in Bisbee was an inverse of that found in Morenci.  With the mass influx of migrants of 

all nationalities at the turn of the century, attitudes hardened concerning the preservation 

of “American” jobs for American and Anglo workers.  Workers emigrated from the south 

and east of Europe, and the steady stream of Mexican workers which had ebbed and 

flowed over the border for the previous two decades increased dramatically.  Disdain for 



35 

 

these immigrants evolved into criticism of the companies who hired them.  As a major 

employer and contributor to the largest industry in Arizona at the time, the town of 

Morenci embodied this perceived fault, making it an easy target for criticism.  The ethnic 

makeup of Morenci – rooted in its founding and existing for over thirty years – suddenly 

became a socially and politically expedient representation of how companies chose 

foreign workers over Anglos. 
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Bisbee: Anglo Stronghold and Ethnic Capital of Cochise County 

 

It takes a newcomer to size Bisbee up.  Many of its most remarkable features have 
ceased to impress the old timer with that vividness necessary to an adequate description.  
She is the typical, rustling, roaring, booming, permanent white man’s mining camp of 
Arizona… Everybody has absolute confidence in the permanence of the mines and the 
integrity of the management. [emphasis added]47 

 

 Frank Aley, longtime resident of Globe, Arizona, was the closest thing to an 

authority on what constituted a “white man’s camp.”  A lawyer by trade, Aley frequently 

identified these camps in editorials published in the local Globe newspaper, a paper he 

later purchased in December of 1900.  He expressed his hopes for the emergence of 

Jerome, Arizona as another citadel of the Anglo working class nearly a decade before his 

observations on Bisbee.  Newspapers from the Globe region frequently made use of the 

label “white man’s camp,” and while Aley almost certainly did not coin the term, he 

seems to have help popularize it, with either his name or his influence directly tied to its 

use.48  The obvious Anglo-centrism of late 19th and early 20th century Bisbee existed 

from its beginning, with its founders going so far as to ban the Chinese from setting foot 

in town after dark.  The payroll records of The Phelps-Dodge Corporation and their 

Copper Queen mine show an obvious preference for native-born and English/Irish white 

workers.  Furthermore, local custom evolved with an obvious racial hierarchy, with 

foreign workers limited to the more menial and therefore lower-paying jobs in the 

industry.  The influence of Mexican culture and customs found in Morenci, for numerous 

reasons, never gained a foothold in Bisbee, which prided itself as a bastion of Anglo-
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dominated labor and culture, with restrictive laws and cultural influence helping to 

maintain the social pecking order.49    

 As mining towns dependent on a broad base of blue-collar manual laborers, 

Morenci and Bisbee naturally shared similar social structures.  The need for workers 

stimulated migration to the town from both the East and the South.  The progression from 

placer mining and individual smelting with ovens into industrial, large-scale production 

in Morenci took place over several years, with heavy machinery and smelters replacing 

the then-outmoded skills of Mexican craftsmen.  The technological developments of the 

area grew from necessity, and by the 1890s, skilled, mostly Anglo workers, became the 

preferred employee.  Mexican laborers, having established themselves in the region years 

before, moved into many of the unskilled positions and helped basic maintain the 

reputation of the Morenci-Clifton area as a “Mexican Camp.”  Bisbee, on the other hand, 

entered the industry over a decade later than Morenci, and therefore developed in a 

different way, both technologically and racially.  

 Bisbee’s racial makeup and its resultant ethnic pecking order can be attributed to 

its relatively late arrival on the Arizona mining scene.  By the time Phelps-Dodge took 

over operations of the Copper Queen mine in 1885, industrial mining techniques had 

already driven the demand for skilled laborers from the East.  These workers were mostly 

                                                           
49 As the purpose of this paper is to highlight exactly what made a mining camp a racial and ethnic 
stronghold, a basic history of Bisbee is unnecessary.  Multiple historians have extensively covered the 
town’s founding and development, as well as its growth into Arizona’s foremost supplier of copper in the 
first years of the 1900s.  For an extensive overview of the general history of Bisbee and its place in the 
labor conflicts of early 20th century Arizona, see James Byrkit’s Forging the Copper Collar.  For a history 
of race relations in the Cochise County region and the growth of Bisbee as an Anglo-dominated town, 
please see Katherine Benton-Cohen’s Borderline Americans.  An older yet excellent survey history of 
Bisbee from its founding until 1937 can be found in the form of Annie M. Cox’s Master’s Thesis, “History 
of Bisbee,” from the University of Arizona in 1938.  For a brief history of Phelps-Dodge and their growth 
and development of the region, see Robert Glass Cleland’s History of Phelps Dodge.  These sources are 
also used for reference throughout this study. 
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native-born American Anglos or either English or Irish, the latter of who faced less 

discrimination for their Catholic faith in the rugged western mining industry than they 

had on the east coast.50  These whites constituted the bulk of Bisbee’s nascent skilled 

workforce. Underground jobs in Bisbee came to be dominated by skilled white workers, a 

large proportion of who hailed from the Cornwall region of England.  Known for their 

hardheadedness as much as their skill, these “Cousin Jacks” were culturally clannish, 

rejecting both union organization as well as overbearing management.51  Their 

knowledge of advanced practices made them an invaluable asset to mine operators, 

affording them a certain level of influence in regards to staffing and working conditions.  

Immigrating with families in tow, the Cornish also fulfilled the social role of a 

dependable employee, one that could be counted on as a stable worker, immune to the 

itinerant tendencies attributed (fairly or otherwise) to the average single Mexican male.  

Companies became dependent on these workers and a general sense of ease existed 

between the two.  However, by the turn of the century, labor requirements and a wave of 

immigration began to change the demographics of the Bisbee region.52   

 Unlike Morenci, Bisbee never had a developmental stage involving placer mining 

and oven smelting.  The men who held claim to ore-rich mining sites postponed working 

them until the arrival of the railroad in the nearby town of Benson made doing so 

economically practical.  The town already had its industrial smelter in place by 1881, 

prior to the extraction of ore in any magnitude.53  Relative to the evolution of Morenci, 

mining in Bisbee arrived like a whirlwind and in need of expert labor immediately.  The 
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later arrival of the Copper Queen allowed it to bypass the many of the more arduous 

aspects of growing a profitable mining venture.  While the Morenci-Clifton operation 

was forced to build from the bottom up in the late 1860s, the massive financial influx and 

availability of better processes and machinery of the 1880s allowed Bisbee to enter the 

market already near the top.  Whereas Morenci built its own railroads, Bisbee waited 

until the railroads came to them.  While Morenci smelted on a small scale initially with 

ovens and skilled Mexican craftsmen, later evolving into industrial smelting, Bisbee 

began there.  For these reasons, the same majority-Anglo skilled workers that arrived in 

Morenci in the 1880s and relegated the Mexicans to lower level jobs were the core of the 

workforce in Bisbee from the start.  This helped establish Bisbee as a so-called “White 

Man’s Camp.” 

In contrast to the integrated traditions found in the Morenci-Clifton area, Bisbee 

showed no such inclusiveness in its celebration of holidays.  The first apparent mention 

of any Mexican holiday being observed came nearly twenty years after those made in 

Morenci, and with noticeably less fanfare.  The Bisbee Daily Review frequently 

mentioned Cinco de Mayo and Mexican Independence Day celebrations taking place in 

other towns, including Douglas (40 miles to the southeast), El Paso, Texas, and Cananea, 

Mexico.  Celebrations of the magnitude found in Morenci seem to have never taken place 

in Bisbee itself, with only an evening dance mentioned as a blurb on the fifth page of the 

paper in 1904.54  Mexican Independence Day a year later was only observed in proper 

fashion in the outlying towns, with residents returning to Bisbee in the evening for a 

dance at the local Knights of Pythias hall.55  No mention of mine closings, company-
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funded parties, lengthy orations about the glorious history of Mexico, nor praise for 

Mexican culture appears in Bisbee as it did in Morenci-Clifton. 

 The growth of Bisbee as a White camp was a multifaceted process, with both 

social and legal standards helping to solidify the racial hierarchy of the town.  Early in its 

existence and similar to the silver camp of Tombstone, fear of competition and the 

depressing of wages led to the exclusion of Chinese residents from the city.  Not only 

were immigrants from the “Celestial Kingdom” barred from owning property or residing 

within the town limits, they were also prohibited from remaining in town after sunset.56  

Town residents enforced this “unwritten code” through threats, coercion, and at times, 

violence.  A 1903 issue of the Bisbee Daily Review detailed the role of the Chinese in the 

area as one of absolute subservience, with the only “Chinaman” allowed in town past the 

“sunset” limit being one who sold vegetables that he “industriously raise[d] outside the 

limits of the city.”  The permissiveness shown to this “genial slant-eyed brother” came 

with restrictions: he had 24 hours to market his wares, have a drink and make a few 

wagers on various games of chance, then vacate the city before his “day pass” expired.  

Oddly enough, this loathing of the Chinese seemed to only exist within the limits of the 

town.  When the well-heeled of Bisbee needed a night out, the paper claims, the Mexican 

border town of Naco ten miles to the southeast was a frequent destination.  There, instead 

of farming vegetables, the “pig-tailed heathen[s]” ran lavish opium dens catering to the 

addictions of affluent Americans sporting custom-made suits and dresses.57 

While the residents of Bisbee and the wandering Chinese migrants understood 

this “code” that never took the form of an actual law, the paper also supported the 
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renewal of the Federal Chinese Exclusion Act in a brief editorial in January of 1902.  

Explaining that though the people of Bisbee had no direct interest in the Act itself as 

“there never have been any Chinamen here,” they championed an extension of the law in 

hopes of protecting the industrial wages being paid in the western United States.58  

Similar to the Morenci-Clifton area of the early 1880s, Bisbee residents saw cheap 

Chinese labor as a direct threat to their quality of life.  The Exclusion Act gained 

permanence that year, and only saw repeal a full 41 years later by the Magnuson Act, an 

acknowledgment of China’s alliance at the outbreak of World War Two.59  The most 

startling aspect of Bisbee’s Chinese exclusion was the fervor with which locals sought to 

enforce it.   

 The “unwritten” law regarding the movement and residency of Chinese, while 

understood among the general populace as inviolable, at times took on a much more 

sinister tone.  While the “law” itself may not have been codified in the traditional legal 

manner, and its enforcement most definitely considered extralegal, its frequent mention 

in the Bisbee Daily Review brought it as close to written policy as possible without the 

involvement of government.  The Review became a de facto arbiter concerning the 

“rights” of the ethnic Chinese in the region; a mouthpiece for the social attitudes of the 

Anglo – and to some extent, Mexican – residents of Bisbee and the surrounding industry 

towns.  On July 31 of 1903, the front page of the Review provided a unsettling “Special” 

to the paper: “What Will Naco Do About It[:] A Chinaman Comes To Stay.”60 
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 While editorials were most often reserved for the second or third page of the 

paper, the serious issue of a “Chinaman” possibly living on the American side of the 

border town of Naco demanded front page attention.  The arrival from El Paso, Texas of 

Hi Ling at the Naco hotel, and his later employment in the hotel’s kitchen, caused the 

editor to deliberate on the limits of the “unwritten” law.  Oddly, the author made it a 

point to mention Mr. Ling’s credentials as an American, characterizing him as well-

spoken and having a mastery of the English language.  Nevertheless, the author notes, his 

presence was unwelcome and an ultimatum needed to be issued by the “self-appointed 

law-makers” of the town.  The roadblock to this ultimatum, however, was a federal agent 

placed in Naco by “our Uncle Samuel.”  Primarily tasked with preventing any “son-of-a-

gun” from China from entering the country illegally over the Mexican border, agent 

Elliot was to also provide protection to “all citizens of China entitled to be within his 

borders.”  These legal Chinese residents were to have rights “the same as any native-born 

American,” after “his excellency, Grover Cleveland” ratified an 1894 treaty with China 

promising as much.  If Hi Ling were to have those rights protected by a federal agent, 

what then could be done to punish him for violating the “unwritten” law of the land?61  

 The author of the Review article casually suggests that the “unwritten law-

makers” of Naco “override the protective influence of Agent Elliot.”  An escalation and 

brouhaha would naturally follow, the author presumed, with the intervention of troops 

being the only way to stop the angry mob from - at minimum - driving Hi Ling from 

town, if not lynching him outright.  Naco was “just spoiling for a little excitement” and 

whatever the end result with Mr. Ling, the ensuing “complications with China will be 
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watched with a good deal of interest.”  What the author proposed was nothing less than a 

test of federal law versus local “edict:” the preservation of Anglo hegemony at the 

potential cost of international relations and a treaty with China.  The article concludes 

with the author’s reasoning for the anger towards Mr. Ling: “The success of Li Hing’s 

[sic] invasion of Naco will be in the nature of a test case.  If Hi remains in Naco, his 

cousin, Ah Sid, is most likely to take up his abode in Bisbee, and Hung Chang may prefer 

the surroundings at Douglas.  The unwritten law is about to be put to a severe test.”62  

Fears of an impending Chinese invasion, however unsubstantiated, inflamed attitudes in 

the region. 

 The not-so-subtle call to violence in the Review article indicates the intensity with 

which the “unwritten” law would be preserved.  So deep was the fear of Mr. Ling being 

the first of many Chinese residents in the region that the editor deemed a small-scale war 

against the federal government and its troops to be a viable option.  Of course, the 

author’s relative anonymity probably lent to the blustering tone of the article, as he 

himself would unlikely follow through with the actions he suggested while remaining 

hopeful that others might.  In any case, within a week of its publishing, the article had 

purportedly spurred the town of Douglas to scold its sister town of Naco for the 

forbearance shown towards Hi Ling by allowing him to remain in town.  The residents of 

Douglas, east of Naco, swore they “would not submit to Chinese rule nor allow slant 

eyed winks to be cast furtively at the maidens of the smelter city.”  The mere presence of 

a single Chinese male, working in a kitchen 25 miles away and showing no apparent 

outward haughtiness, was enough for the people of Douglas to comment on the 
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impending Chinese invasion of their own town, as well as the underlying threat to their 

women.  This rebuke seemed to be enough to incite the “older heads” of Naco to send 

Mr. Ling on his way (conveniently while federal agent Elliot slept), sans his trademark 

queue ponytail which was supposedly taken as a souvenir.63 

 Whether the initial commentary in the July 31st issue of the Review was strictly 

the driving force behind the action in Naco is unclear, but suffice it to say the paper had a 

far-reaching influence in not only the town of Bisbee, but Cochise County as a whole.  

Furthermore, the use of bigoted language in the description of the Chinese – including the 

exaggerated fear of Chinese influence and the coded sexual threat to women – pervaded 

the culture found in Douglas and Naco as well.  As a smelting town under the control of 

Phelps Dodge, Douglas understandably duplicated the “unwritten” policies of its larger 

industrial benefactor.  Naco, as a border crossing, existed as a focal point for the entry of 

migrants, and fears of mass migration of Chinese brought the town under the scrutiny of 

the Bisbee commandants, and by extension, the newspaper.  The reputation of Bisbee as a 

“White” camp developed not only from the enforcement of strict social codes promoted 

not only by local residents, but also under the watchful eye of the Review and its staff. 

 For such an apparently small population in the region, the newspaper still felt the 

need to frequently record and denounce anyone of Chinese origin who happened to pass 

through.  The appearance of two “celestials” in Douglas in 1902 ended with what 

amounted to a stiff-arm robbery, with town residents dragging them from bar to bar and 

forcing them to purchase drinks for the group.  After leaving them penniless, the locals 

handed the two Chinese men over to local law enforcement who escorted them out of 
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town.  While the story itself is disturbing in its own right, the tone in which it was written 

makes it decidedly more so.  Employing abnormally lighthearted prose, the writer 

narrates the tale of how Douglas locals “enlightened” the “pig tails” with this saloon tour, 

even mockingly referring to the two men as “distinguished strangers.”  Even an event as 

dull as a Chinese person arriving in town warranted attention in the local newspaper.  The 

article acted as both a warning to foreign travelers and as a reinforcement of the racial 

guidelines that governed the region.64 

 Discrimination of the type faced by the Chinese in Bisbee had a pronounced, 

deliberate element to it that was not duplicated in Graham County to the north.  

Naturally, the banning of their presence in town after sunset also precluded them from 

property or business ownership.  Whereas the miners of Morenci-Clifton, both Anglo and 

Mexican, drove Chinese workers from the mines as early as 1882, they stopped short of 

outlawing them from doing business or residing in the region.  Many remained in the 

Clifton area and opened laundry services and restaurants, or offered their services as 

house servants or gardeners, with 50 or so living in the town as of 1899.  One such 

resident, Jim Mammon, even accrued considerable wealth through the ownership of 

multiple restaurants.  Similar to the single Chinese man allowed to dwell in Bisbee for a 
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24 hour period, the Chinese in Clifton farmed and sold vegetables to local residents, 

seemingly maintaining a good relationship with their customers.65  Their expulsion from 

the mines aside and relative to their treatment in Bisbee, the Chinese residents in Graham 

County had opportunities beyond vegetable salesman or proprietor of an opium den 

(although the latter most certainly existed there).  Moreover, the citizens of Morenci-

Clifton declined to enforce any sort of draconian “sunset” laws, unspoken or otherwise, 

leaving Chinese residents of the town to move freely and – for the most part – operate 

their businesses unmolested.  By no means was turn-of-the-century Graham County a 

progressive bastion of racial harmony, but in comparison to the strictly-regulated race 

codes of Bisbee, it appeared downright liberal. 

 The treatment of the Chinese in both regions – while important as an example of 

Bisbee’s Anglo centric culture – provides an incomplete view of race relations in Arizona 

during this era.  It seems counterintuitive to dismiss the harsh treatment of a minority as 

insufficient evidence of the condition of racial interactions in a mining camp.  However, 

the expulsion of Chinese workers from the Morenci-Clifton mines by 1885, and their 

absolute exclusion from Bisbee as a town, leaves them as an evidential outlier; proof of 

an existing ethnic hierarchy but lacking the type of daily connections in work and social 

situations to be used as an example.  Lack of job opportunities or, in some cases, the fear 

of physical violence, helped keep population numbers small, thereby preventing the kind 

of broader relations needed for a comparative economic study.  Ironically, their place on 

the extreme social periphery excludes them from an analysis of race relations in the 

mining industry.  They were discriminated against to such an extent that – in regards to 
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mine work – they become a poor example of discrimination.  In order to expose the main 

difference between the ways mines operated in both regions, one must further analyze the 

core industrial and economic aspects of what made Morenci-Clifton and Bisbee 

“Mexican” and “White-Man’s” camps, respectively.  

Through the consolidation of smaller holdings, Phelps Dodge and Calumet and 

Arizona were the only companies operating mines in the Bisbee district by 1903 (the 

third major operation, the Shattuck mine, opened in 1906).  Both of these companies also 

segregated their workforce by race.66  Unlike Morenci-Clifton, the two dominant 

companies in Bisbee worked in unison, exchanging information on mining techniques 

and generally avoiding conflicts over claims by opening their respective mines to 

inspection by the other company.  This level of cooperation, uncommon in most mining 

towns, blurred the lines between distinct corporate entities and, for all intents and 

purposes, made Bisbee a one company town.  Mutual interest aside, as the first major 

company in region and operating on a much larger scale, Phelps Dodge retained their 

preeminent spot above Calumet and Arizona.  When one spoke of “the company” in 

regards to Bisbee, that company was understood to be PD.67  It is impossible to know 

whether each company decided independently of the other to keep Mexicans out of 

underground jobs, but in all likelihood, the cooperative nature of their business 

relationship extended beyond information exchanges and into the realm of labor.  In a 

town with a marked Anglo influence, disagreements about staffing could create 

unnecessary strife. 
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 The depiction of Morenci and Bisbee as camps characterized by a specific 

ethnicity resulted from the ways in which companies like Detroit Copper and Phelps-

Dodge chose to structure their workforce.  Generally stated, underground mining jobs in 

both areas were the best paid and most desirable.  The crux of the discord between the 

two towns, and what later became the point of contention that helped fuel the Morenci 

strike of 1903, was the employment of “Mexican” workers in these jobs.  As previously 

explained, Morenci-Clifton evolved with the use of Mexican immigrants and therefore 

naturally progressed with those same workers in positions underground.  Conversely, 

Bisbee barred Mexicans from underground jobs, consigning them to the lower-paid 

“surface” jobs and reserving the more lucrative job of “miner” for American and British 

Anglo workers.  Broadly speaking, this differentiation in labor roles defined each town.  

In the case of Bisbee, the payroll books of the Copper Queen revealed the company’s 

preference for Anglo workers. 

 As each town grew as a mining camp, the mines and their particular workforces 

provide the best example of the ethnic makeup of each.  Payroll records from the Copper 

Queen Consolidated Mining Company show a racial distribution that contrasted with that 

of the Morenci-Clifton mines.68  The earliest entry into the payroll ledger lists 138 

employees, most of who had English or Irish surnames and held the title of “miner.”  A 

single Italian, Angel Cavaglia (though spelled “Cavallo” in the ledger, presumably an 

error made by the paymaster) worked as a “Crusher” with the Anglo laborers.  Of the 138 
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people employed, only 5 appear to have Mexican last names and filled lower-paying 

above ground jobs and classified simply as “Helper[s].”  As a proportion of the 

workforce, Mexicans made up less than 4%, a number that stood in stark contrast to that 

found in Morenci-Clifton which at this time employed over 70% Mexican workers in a 

variety of job titles and pay rates (although generally lower than the rates of whites).  For 

reasons already explained, the Bisbee mines had no Chinese workers at any time, not 

even in the early year of 1885, the last time that two Chinese names appeared in the 

Morenci-Clifton ledgers. While the dual wage system in Morenci also created a gap in 

compensation between Anglos and Mexicans working the same job, the disparity in 

wages was drastically more pronounced in Bisbee.69 

 An underground miner in Bisbee earned a healthy $3.50 per day in 1885, a full 

dollar more than a miner in Morenci-Clifton, Anglo or otherwise, in the same year.  The 

Italian Cavaglia received a wage of $3 per day as a crusher, and upper-echelon jobs such 

as “Timberman” or “Shift Boss,” also staffed by whites, took home as much as $4.50 and 

$5 per day, respectively.  Discrepancies in pay for these job titles did not seem to exist, 

with rates in Anglo jobs remaining the same throughout.  However, in the case of above-

ground jobs where Anglos and Mexicans held the same title and therefore presumably 

perform the same tasks and endure the same workload, wages varied widely by race. 

Records from July of 1888 show Gus Anderson earned a miner’s wage of $3.50 a day 

while working as a “Helper.”  Ten lines below him in the ledger and working the same 

helper job, Pedro Ochoa received $2, with more than twenty other Hispanic-surnamed 

workers in the same position receiving the same wage.  By this time, the percentage of 
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Mexican workers had reached nearly 25% of the over 400 people employed, but their 

jobs remained above ground and at lower wages than their Anglo counterparts.70  

Whether for reasons of efficiency, itinerancy, or just blatant discrimination, a white man 

working as a Helper made a full 75% more per day than a Mexican. 

A decade later at the beginning of 1898, wages and job titles as they related to 

race remained essentially the same.  Underground miners still earned $3.50 per day and 

were exclusively Anglos.  However, many new names began to appear in the rolls, which 

by this time were conveniently listed alphabetically and by race.  Slavic and Italian 

surnames began to intermingle with those of the English and Irish. A Micovich, four 

different Carillos, and even a smattering of likely Scandinavian names such as 

Christiansen, appear next to the Johnsons and a slew of Irish last names - a full 21 - 

beginning with “Mc.”  This change portended the mass migration that came at the 

beginning of the next century, but positions underground remained reserved for those 

perceived as ethnically white.  Racial exclusion of Mexicans from underground jobs and 

the Chinese from town altogether continued as they had in previous decades.71  

Further evidence of the Bisbee’s reputation as a “White Man’s Camp” appears in 

the form of an increase in the hiring of Mexicans as a proportion of the workforce and a 

simultaneous decline in their pay rates.  In 1885, one of the few Hispanic workers to be 

found in the region earned a dollar a day working under the confusing title of “Dobes.”  

By June of 1888, this job classification had expanded tenfold yet the daily rate dropped 

by half to $0.50 on average, with the odd name here and there receiving $0.75 or $1.25 

under the same title.  Francisco Yanez performed work under three different job titles 
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during this month, earning a different wage for each.  Yanez had a history with the 

company, his name appearing in the rolls in prior years, and his loyalty seems to have 

been rewarded with a rate of one dollar a day for “dobes” work, $1.50 for a different type 

of dobes work, and $2 at his original position as a helper.  By the end of 1889, the 

number of Mexican workers dropped by one third, with around 65 remaining out of a 

workforce of over 400.  Whether this decline can be attributed to the halving of pay or 

some other outside factor is difficult to determine, but a correlation between the two 

seems to exist.72  In any case, by 1900 Bisbee had established itself as the “permanent 

White-Man’s camp” that newspaperman Aley described in 1902.  The economic 

relegation of non-Anglo workers over the prior fifteen-some-odd years certainly aided in 

the progression. 

The concept of what qualified as “White” in a town such as Bisbee at the turn of 

the century was, by modern standards, utterly perplexing.  While simple signifiers such as 

skin tone or phenotypical physical attributes were certainly part of how native Anglos 

categorized immigrants, deeper traits, such as cultural practices and language, helped 

define where one fell on the hierarchical scale.   Historian David Roediger addressed this 

issue throughout several of his works, popularizing the term “whiteness” to describe 

one’s status.  The pursuit of this status became directly interchangeable with what it 

meant to be American.73  The Anglo-Protestant heritage of the United States expectedly 

placed itself at top of the social ranking, forcing other races, nationalities, and ethnicities 
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to emulate “white” traditions in order to gain acceptance.  This convoluted assortment of 

ever-changing and often regionally-specific criteria for acceptance into American society 

can be hard to precisely define.  Nevertheless, the relationship between Anglo owners 

and tradesmen and the Mexican population in the Morenci-Clifton region suggests that 

this pursuit of “whiteness” existed, albeit in a more moderate manner than that found in 

Bisbee. 

 Roediger’s theory of “whiteness” did not apply strictly to those of a darker 

complexion or phenotype, and a deficiency of melanin did not automatically elevate an 

immigrant to the status of “white.”  A letter written to the Bisbee Daily Review perfectly 

summarizes the attitudes of native-born Americans towards migrant groups.  Applauding 

Bisbee’s desire to maintain its status as “white-man’s camp,” a letter writer from the 

Michigan mining industry observed: “I notice you are trying to keep your town a white 

man’s camp, as you call it, and trust you will be able to.  If the foreign element gets a 

foothold there they will certainly be a drawback to the prosperity of your city, the same 

as this one here.”  Further complaining that immigrants can live on a pittance of what an 

“American” can, he laments the death of white culture in his town.  “The class we have 

here are Finnish,” he concludes, “and every place of business is compelled to employ 

someone who can speak the language for they won’t deal with anyone else.”74 

This man’s opinion on the nature of “whiteness” reveals the complexity of racial 

classifications during the era.  In regard to physical appearance and skin tone exclusively, 

the Scandinavian Finnish have as light a complexion of any other Anglo nationality.  

Furthermore, their Protestant background fits with the dominant religious practice found 
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in America at the time.  However, as revealed in this missive and its subsequent 

publishing in the Review, the language barrier alone was enough to prevent their 

classification as “white.”  Furthermore, the man’s use of the terms “white” and 

“American” interchangeably in his letter show his attitude on the connection between the 

two.  Skin color alone was not sufficient for acceptance into American society, one also 

needed to adopt all the trappings of the prevailing American culture.  The fact that the 

Review willingly printed this man’s letter presumably further reveals the depth of their 

attitudes about who occupied the top rung of the social ladder attitudes which would 

color the way they operated well into the twentieth century. 

The same technological forces that drove the influx of Anglo miners in Morenci-

Clifton also prompted their arrival in Bisbee.  Ironically, further advancements in mining 

techniques which came with the beginning of the twentieth century fueled the demand for 

more unskilled labor.  The pendulum swung away from refined skill towards grunt work, 

with quantity superseding quality and brute strength displacing ability.  Unskilled single 

males, mostly eastern European in origin, flooded the industry.75  The same language 

barriers that had helped define Finnish people as less than white similarly affected these 

new immigrants.  In addition, a general darker-featured swarthiness further amplified the 

differences between American, English, and Irish workers and the newly-arrived 

“Bohunks” of eastern and southern Europe.  Burgeoning sectarianism appeared in Bisbee 

in the form of ethnic neighborhoods, and the once-solid racial demarcations between 

Anglos and Mexicans became unclear, with signifiers beyond physical appearance 

characterizing social status.  It was in this atmosphere of uncertainty that Bisbee sought 
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to preserve and entrench its status as a White-man’s camp through the legislation of an 

eight-hour workday. 
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Eight-Hour Shifts and the “Mexican Question” 

 

 The push for an eight-hour workday in the Western American mining industry 

began in earnest in the 1890s.  Prior to this decade, some mines operated with this shorter 

shift, and unions, in particular the Western Federation of Miners, hoped to standardize the 

practice across the board.  The WFM declared, “We are unanimously in favor of eight 

hours constituting a day’s work…,” and made the policy part of the union’s platform 

from their founding in 1893. 76  Similar to movements in other industries, unions linked 

the eight-hour day in mining to concerns over the health of workers.  Poor quality air, the 

inhalation of silica dust, and the dangers associated with the use of heavy machinery and 

explosives all factored in to the rationalization for a codified standard of hours.77  While 

these concerns were indeed valid, they were in many ways unique to the mining industry.  

The ideals that drove the union’s activism were tied to the larger workers’ movement, 

one in which concerns about health were used as a means to an end.  The philosophical 

foundations of the WFM, though very similar to mainstream unions of the time, had a 

radical edge.  

The WFM differed from Eastern unions like the American Federation of Labor in 

both structure and ideology.  Where the AFL organized by specific trade, the WFM 

sought to recruit broadly by industry.  Leaders and members alike frequently held 

collectivist or populist political positions, and within a decade of its founding, the WFM 
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had officially embraced a socialist platform, encouraging members to promote and 

advance socialism and the Socialist Party in their respective regions.  As part of this 

platform, the intended goal of the union became the seizure of “all the sources of wealth 

in America” for the purpose of establishing a “Co-operative Commonwealth, where each 

man and woman shall have an equal independent right to the full proceeds of their labor.” 

78  This revolutionary departure from AFL-style craft unionism – which most often 

sought to work directly with the capitalist class to achieve workers’ rights – underpinned 

the organized labor movement in the hard rock mining industry of the West. 

For various reasons, mining – and therefore, labor organizing - took longer to 

establish itself in Arizona than in other Western states.  By the time the eight-hour 

movement made its way to the Copper State, it had already achieved a measure of 

success in several mining locales in California, Idaho, Montana, Colorado, and Nevada.  

With the advent of the WFM, the 1890s witnessed a tactical shift away from the direct 

action of the strike and toward the state ballot box.79  The eight-hour law had a difficult 

path in Arizona, requiring three different bills and four years to achieve success in limited 

form.  Arizona’s racial makeup differed from those found farther north, as Mexican labor 

at the turn of the century had not spread to that region, or at least not in significant 

enough numbers for states like Montana, Nevada, and Colorado to have “Mexican” 
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mining camps like those found in Arizona.  The uniqueness of Arizona’s Mexican/White 

camp dichotomy added another layer of complexity to an already contentious topic. 

In order to understand the unique nature of the eight-hour movement in Arizona, 

it is necessary to explain how its mining industry differed from those found in other states 

and regions.  Aside from the obvious variations in quality of ore, racial demographics 

from camp to camp, and the relatively late start of operations in the Territory, union 

organization in Arizona in 1903 was sparse.  Outside of the WFM-backed Globe Miners 

Union (WFM 60) and the later Jerome Miners Union (JMU 101), the Western Federation 

had no success organizing in the larger camps of Bisbee and Morenci.  In the case of the 

latter, the Union seemed reluctant to recruit among Mexicans, most of whom they 

considered itinerant and/or non-English speaking, and therefore useless in regards to 

advancing their aims.  As Park described, “…union organizers were aware of the 

difficulty in attempting to indoctrinate the steady stream of alien workers to the aims of 

unionism… Instead, the WFM directed its principal effort among the higher paid Anglo-

American workers, relying on a strong anti-Mexican policy to win support.”  The 

Western Federation of Miners, at least during the first few years of the twentieth century, 

placated the racist attitudes of the Local 60 and made no efforts to assist the Mexican 

workers in their fight against the corporations.80  When the Arizona eight-hour law came 

to pass, it was done at the behest of the WFM and through the action of the State 

Democratic party. 

 The Arizona state legislative session of 1903 saw the passing of an eight-hour 

workday law affecting those employed in underground mining activities.  Taking effect 
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on the first of June of that year, the consequences of the new law were quickly apparent.  

Unlike the Phelps-Dodge and Calumet and Arizona operations in Bisbee, the mines in the 

Morenci-Clifton region employed both Anglo and Mexican workers (as well as numerous 

Italians) in underground jobs.  Additionally, these mines operated with a ten-hour shift as 

the standard as opposed to the eight-hour shift found is Bisbee.  Myriad reasons existed 

for the differences in workdays – including the aforementioned quality of ore, number of 

employees, size and scope of operation, etc.– and prior to 1903 neither region had seen 

any form of major labor unrest.  Under the guise of protecting workers and hoping to 

pacify encroaching union organizing, mine owners and politicians alike supported 

codifying the eight-hour day.  Within two days of the law’s enactment, nearly five 

thousand miners in Morenci walked off the job in protest, beginning the first large-scale 

strike in state history. 

A proposition for state regulation of mine labor first appeared in February of 1899 

at the 20th meeting of the Arizona Territorial Legislature.  House member J.J. Sanders of 

Yavapai County introduced House Bill 28, which initially sought to standardize the 

working hours of all people employed in the industry in any capacity, not only those 

working underground.  “Surface” workers in the smelters and those in “all other 

institutions for the reduction or refining of ores,” as well as hoisting engineers, muckers, 

trammers and the like, would all be subject to the restrictions of the law.  Supported by 

the Globe Miner’s Union No. 60, the bill failed to pass that session of the legislature as 

interest quickly fizzled “a week after introduction,” with the bill eventually being “killed 

by indefinite postponement.”81   
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The legislative session of 1899 portended major changes in the Arizona mining 

industry, changes which mine owners sought to get ahead of.  The three major “White” 

camps in the state at the time – Jerome, Globe, and Bisbee – voluntarily standardized an 

eight-hour day for underground miners prior to the state’s passing of the law.  Senator 

William A. Clark of Montana, owner of the United Verde mine in Jerome as well as 

several mines in the region of Butte, Montana, shortened the work day from ten to eight 

hours on July 15th, 1900.  An informal, reportedly non-unionized group of United Verde 

workers had approached Clark to request the change only a day earlier.  The eagerness of 

the employees to see shorter working hours, coupled with the failed attempt to legislate it 

a year prior, presumably had some effect on Clark’s eventual decision to acquiesce.  

Whatever the case, Clark later stated that the policy came “into effect on the twenty-

second anniversary of organization of our labor union of Montana…The eight-hour 

schedule is also in force at the United Verde mine in Arizona.  The men there appreciate 

it.  They serenaded me when the order was given changing the hours.”   Hyperbole 

notwithstanding, Clark’s policy change was assuredly a reaction to the shifting social and 

labor attitudes in an expanding trade instead of a symbolic gesture to commemorate the 

Montana union or an altruistic sacrifice for the sake of his labor force.  Regardless, 

Jerome stood as an early example of a “White” camp adapting to the realities of the 

growing industry.  With this growth came the attention of labor unions and the Arizona 
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Territorial Legislature, who spent the first few years of the 20th century attempting to 

codify policies regarding labor conditions and working hours. 

As the legislature met every other year during the territorial period, the proposal 

for an eight-hour day came up again in the session of 1901, this time as House Bill 10.  

This time, the bill passed the House, making it to the state mining council for review.  

Legislative records from that year show a focus on increased taxation in regards to 

mining interests and less concern for regulating working hours.  In his speech at the 

opening of the 21st Territorial Legislature, Governor N.O. Murphy decried that those in 

the East and Europe should profit from the “riches in gold, copper, and silver, dug from 

the Arizona ground” while escaping proper taxation in the Territory.  The legislature of 

that year found it more imperative to declare the bloom of the saguaro cactus as the state 

flower and to provide a Spanish-speaking chaplain to the Territorial Penitentiary than to 

address the eight-hour law.  Essentially a word-for-word recasting of the 1899 bill, H.B. 

10 also failed to pass in 1901.  Of note in this session was “the formation, at the pleasure 

of the Governor,” of the Arizona Rangers, a loosely-defined “law enforcement” 

organization that would play a significant role in the looming Morenci strike of 1903.82 

The 22nd Territorial Legislature convened on January 19th, 1903.  Under the 

control of appointed governor Alexander R. Brodie, the administration decided to forgo 

any major legislation in anticipation of Arizona’s impending statehood - an event still 

nine years away, as they soon discovered.  Similar to previous governors, Brodie used his 

opening speech to call for an increase in taxation on the output of the Arizona mining 

industry.  Furthermore, the governor knew of the upcoming proposal for an eight-hour 
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bill and recommended against its passage.  Hoping to delay what he saw as a potentially 

damaging action, Brodie advised officials to carefully investigate the potential effects of 

the law before passing it.  Ignoring his entreaty, the legislature accepted the bill that 

February.  However, the majority of the act’s main propositions had been “emasculated” 

by procedural edict, leaving only underground miners protected and having no bearing on 

the peripheral jobs of hauling and smelting.  Of course, this law would have zero impact 

on towns like Bisbee or Jerome.  Morenci–Clifton would be the only major mining center 

to bear the brunt of this new regulation.83  

With the enactment of the law still four months away, its lasting effects on 

operations in Morenci remained an uncertainty.  The Detroit, Arizona, and Shannon 

mining companies had limited time to find a balance between worker’s wages and 

increased operational costs, all while attempting to remain solvent in one of the state’s 

most financially unforgiving mining regions.  The debate over the efficacy and necessity 

of the law itself appeared intermittently in the Arizona newspapers since its first proposal 

in 1899.  With its passage in February and enforcement in June of 1903, the argument 

grew heated.  Editors entrenched along party and company lines, their loyalties and 

biases evident in the back-and-forth volleys that often graced even the front pages of their 

respective papers.  The escalation of tensions in this war of words also exposed the 

underlying animus between the towns of Bisbee and Morenci-Clifton, one that carried 

decidedly racial connotations.  As a result, the eight-hour law began to look less like a 

humane protection of the working class and more like an attempt to punish Morenci for 

its hiring of non-Anglo, mostly Mexican, workers. 
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As historian Joseph Park described it, the passage of the law “constituted a major 

victory for union men in their efforts toward better working conditions, [but] their 

principal satisfaction came in seeing an effective blow delivered to mine operators who 

sought to employ alien Mexicans wherever possible [to] undercut the union scale by 

almost 50 percent.”84  Building on that idea, Phillip Mellinger described the law as an 

opportunistic move by both the WFM and the copper corporations, who “were more than 

willing to treat the non-Anglo, non-Irish copper work force as cannon fodder in their own 

struggle.”  Mellinger continued, 

 

The Arizona and Detroit company mines were the only big extractive operations in 
all of Arizona which employed large numbers of European and Mexican immigrants 
underground on ten-hour shifts in 1903.  The territorial Eight Hour Law was 
deliberately designed to apply to only one set of mines in all of Arizona, the Phelps 
Dodge interests in Graham County, and the law was also an indirect attack on the 
immigrant workforce in Clifton, Morenci, and Metcalf. 85 (emphasis added) 

 

The regulation of working hours not only achieved one of the universal goals of 

organized labor in the form of the eight-hour day, but had the added benefit of depriving 

Mexican and many Eastern European “Dagoes, Bohunks, and foreigners of different 

kinds” in Morenci of their biggest bargaining chip when looking for work: a willingness 

to put in longer hours.86  The law stripped companies of their ability to negotiate those 
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hours, thereby making immigrants a less desirable option for employment.  Not that this 

fact (or the law itself) mattered to Phelps Dodge operations in Bisbee, as their 

underground workers had been exclusively Anglos since its inception, a fact the local 

newspaper had proudly publicized for years. 

In order to understand how the editorials and articles printed in the Bisbee 

newspaper reflected company doctrine, a brief history of the paper itself is necessary.  

The local Bisbee newspaper began life as the Weekly Orb in 1896.  After several changes 

in ownership and political affiliations, the paper briefly operated under the masthead of 

The Cochise Review, finally becoming The Bisbee Daily Review in August of 1901.  

Originally, the editorial page of the Cochise Review expressed some ambiguity on the 

need for a law to regulate working hours after the reintroduction of the bill in 1901, 

which at the time still sought to cover all workers, not just those toiling underground.  

Citing the fact that most miners and even smelter workers were already on an eight-hour 

day, the paper feared that the passage of a law would hamper production, with workers 

worrying about being fined for voluntarily picking up an extra shift.  “…there is no 

howling demand here for the passage of the bill and some men are afraid they would not 

make as much money under the eight-hour law as they do at present, being prohibited 

from working an extra shift under penalty of a misdemeanor.”87  In this regard, The 

Cochise Review mirrored sentiments found in other Arizona newspapers, including The 

Copper Era in Morenci and The Arizona Republican in Phoenix.  Upon the paper’s 

transition to new ownership later in 1901, this halfhearted devotion to an open industry 

                                                           

law and a description of union efforts in its passage, see Byrkit, Copper Collar: 52-55;  For commentary on 
the law and its damaging effects in Morenci, see “A Monster in Disguise,” The Copper Era and Morenci 

Leader (Clifton, AZ), July 24, 1914. 
87 “The Eight Hour Law,” Cochise Review (Bisbee, AZ) Feb 23, 1901. 



64 

 

disappeared, replaced with a fervent dedication to regulatory measures enacted by the 

state.  A shift in political loyalties drove this unexpected change.88
  

 The new editor of the Bisbee Daily Review, William Kelly, came to Bisbee at the 

behest of Walter Douglas and the Phelps Dodge Corporation.  The change in political 

affiliation from Republican to Democrat in August of 1901 continued after Kelly bought 

the paper in November of that year.  While not owned directly by Phelps Dodge at this 

time (By the 1920s, PD would own The Bisbee Daily Review as well as almost all other 

southeastern Arizona newspapers), the relationship between Kelly and Douglas allowed 

for the Review to become a mouthpiece of the Corporation.89  The paper thenceforth 

lauded the town of Bisbee as a strong “White” camp and began promoting the eight-hour 

bill in its editorial pages, eventually coming to loggerheads with the editors of the Copper 

Era who opposed its ratification. 

With the notoriously reclusive Walter Douglas at its helm in 1903, Phelps 

Dodge’s sentiments in regard to the eight-hour law are difficult to fully parse.  The 

interpretation of objectives through the declarations of the Bisbee Daily Review, though 

challenging, gives us the best available information on the opinions of the company.  

Douglas ran PD in a secretive fashion, forgoing any personal statements about operations 

and expressing no opinion publicly on the strike of 1903.  In fact, from June 1 to 13, no 

comment tied to Douglas appears anywhere in the Review.  Although not completely 

absent from the pages of the paper as James Byrkit claimed, Douglas’ image therein was 

noticeably curated, further evidence of his and, by proxy, the company’s influence on 
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media in the region.  When his name did appear in the paper, it was in the form of a 

laudatory recounting of some business or charitable undertaking with which Douglas was 

involved.  At worst, neutral statements of little bearing – like the arrival of a new 

company doctor in town – included his name.  No criticism or controversy ever 

surrounded Douglas in the pages of the Review, his reputation protected by friend and 

Review editor William Kelly.90 

 By August of 1902, the Review expressed full support of the eight-hour law, 

questioning the motivation of anyone opposed to it.  Claiming the law would allow for 

the employment of more men, the paper argued that worker efficiency had nothing to do 

with hours worked.  Furthermore, the editor claimed, paying a man a ten-hour wage for 

an eight-hour day likely increased the loyalty of the worker and therefore produced the 

same amount of output.91  This viewpoint stood in stark contrast to the free market 

attitudes expressed in February the year prior.  The previously Republican-oriented paper 

had shifted sides and began backing Democratic principles, earning the ire of fellow 

newspapermen in rival mining towns, as well as Republicans in the state capital.  The 

debate over the legitimacy of the law quickly grew ugly. 

 With the introduction of the bill at the beginning of the 1903 Arizona legislative 

session, partisans began pushing their agendas on the pages of their respective papers.  

The Democratic platform of that year listed the eight-hour workday as one of its goals, 

albeit 7th on the docket.  Nevertheless, Democratic leaders in favor of the law used its 

prominence on the platform to pressure the more hesitant party members toward its 
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acceptance.  The Review celebrated the passage of the bill, citing its paring-down as a 

necessary evil to avoid it being “smothered in its incipiency,” presumably in the manner 

it had been during the 21st session in 1901.  “Prominent Democrats” as well as labor 

leaders rejoiced at the successful culmination of their four year endeavor.92  The 

newspaper’s support for the bill – which in its truncated form now only covered 

underground workers– came with little risk of blowback, as Bisbee already operated with 

an eight-hour day as its standard.  However, the more Republican and business-oriented 

newspapers anticipated damaging long-term effects on mining operations across the state, 

especially in those running ten-hour operations like Morenci. 

 The prescience of those forecasts became apparent after the enactment of the law 

on June first of that year.  Prior to that (and long after), debates raged over multiple topics 

concerning the law, the rightful power of the state, and the relationship between labor, 

capital, and politics.  Newspapers continued as a platform for local mining companies’ 

political quarrels, and the tone of their editorial writings quickly soured.  After the 

passage of the bill in February of 1903, the vitriol between the Review in Bisbee and the 

Copper Era in Morenci-Clifton quickly escalated.  Their debate over the law became a 

serial affair with each responding to the other’s assertions, with the dispute eventually 

devolving into ad hominem attacks in the form of imaginative-yet-vigorous name-calling.  

The outbreak of the strike in June of 1903 further enflamed tensions between the two 

regions.  In the interim, economic philosophical treatises regarding the rights of both 

capital and labor dominated the pages of the papers. 
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 Editorials in various Arizona newspapers debated the validity or even the 

necessity of a law regarding working hours.  In January of 1903, The Mohave County 

Miner predicted an eight-hour law would cause more trouble than it would cure, as the 

wide-ranging regulation of a complex industry would have unintended consequences.  

The editorial reflected a somewhat laissez-faire viewpoint towards the relationship 

between mine owners and workers, stating “The eight-hour bill is a foolish measure at 

this time, as the hours of labor can be best regulated by agreement between operators and 

employees.  If the hours of labor are whittled down, what is to prevent the employer from 

curtailing wages to conform to the new order of things[?]” The author further argued that 

no two mines were alike, and to enact a blanket law covering all miners would fail to 

appreciate the complex variations found in each: “While eight hours is a big days [sic] 

work in some mines in others it is not at all hard, and in these cases it ought to be settled 

between the employer and the employee.”  The editorial continued on to question why 

the bill only targeted the mining industry and excluded the hundreds of other occupations 

found across the state.  The piece concluded with a somewhat conciliatory tone, 

admitting the need for an eight-hour law but hoping to delay one, as a mining industry in 

its infancy could not yet sustain its effects.  In his opinion, a solid ten years would be 

needed to bring mining operations up to speed and avoid stifling the current rate of 

progress.93  

The Arizona Republican in Phoenix echoed the sentiments of the Miner, 

supporting the contention that the law would be too much too soon for the industry to 

handle.  Furthermore, they argued, investments would dry up and the development of 
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new claims would cease.  As the name suggested, the Republican was a republican-

oriented paper, and their opinions certainly reflected that fact.  The editorial claimed the 

“clamor” for the law came from “professional labor agitators” and not from the mass of 

workaday miners.  Additionally, the paper partook in speculative conspiracy theories, 

reminding readers that the same senators who rejected the bill during the 1901 legislative 

session were now the ones in full support of its passing.  Senators Ives and Shannon had 

fought the bill, as the latter owned the Shannon mining claim in Morenci.  According to 

the Republican, “Charley” Shannon previously rejected the eight-hour law while in the 

process of selling his valuable claim to investors from New York, believing restrictions 

on working hours – and therefore productivity - might scare them off.  By the beginning 

of 1903, Shannon had unloaded his claim and, in an attempt to reestablish his good 

graces with the “labor bosses,” decided to support the bill wholeheartedly.94  Whether 

this interpretation of the senator’s actions is grounded in truth or merely the result of 

partisan speculation is unclear.  Nonetheless, the editor showed an obvious desire to 

frame the legislation as an underhanded scheme to enrich its proponents rather than a 

necessary act to protect workers.  The accusations of ulterior motives beyond simply 

“workers’ rights” were not, however, without merit. 

 The mining towns of Jerome and Globe – both classified as “White man’s” camps 

- had introduced the eight-hour day in one form or another for underground miners prior 

to the 1903 bill.  The United Verde mine in Jerome began their eight-hour shifts in 1900.  

The owner of the mine, Senator William Andrews Clark of Montana, had instituted these 

hours to mimic those found in his Montana mine holdings, which had been put into effect 
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on the twenty-second anniversary of the organization of the labor union there, and 

purportedly at their behest.  There, as well as in Jerome, the policy only pertained to 

underground workers.95  By 1896, the Old Dominion mining company of Globe had 

acquiesced to the demands of Anglo workers and eliminated “foreign” Mexican labor 

from underground work.  During this time, the Western Federation of Miners began to 

make inroads in the organization of Globe miners into a union.96  As with the rest of the 

state, the eight-hour law took effect in Globe on the first of June, 1903.  A silver camp 

with high-grade ore, Globe was able to continue its base pay of $3.50 for a day’s work 

without any major effect to its operating costs.  In fact, the paper boasted, “there is no 

place in the territory where all the conditions are so favorable to the wage worker as they 

are here.”97  Outwardly, the Old Dominion regarded the law as rather inconsequential to 

their operations, demonstrated by a classified ad placed in the Arizona Republican calling 

for workers in every job title, including miners, surface laborers, smelter men, and even 

stone cutters, masons, and carpenters.  This ad appeared less than a week after the law’s 

enactment.98  The White camp not only maintained its workforce, but also found it 

essential to employ more Anglo workers in its apparently expanding operation.  For 

companies and towns operating with production models dissimilar to those now 

mandated by the law, changes would have to come.  In the case of Morenci- Clifton, not 

only were they unable to expand, but the readjustment of working hours and wages paid 

led to the cessation of operations altogether.   

                                                           
95 “Senator Clark’s Serenade,” Arizona Republican (Phoenix, AZ), July 30, 1900.  Byrkit, Copper Collar: 
33. 
96 Mellinger, Race and Labor: 21. 
97 Arizona Silver Belt, (Globe, AZ), June 4, 1903. 
98 “Miners Wanted,” Arizona Republican (Phoenix, AZ), June 6, 1903. 



70 

 

 Morenci-Clifton differed from other Arizona mining camps in regards to the 

quality of ore extracted, which in turn affected profit margins and, by extension, the 

wages paid and type of workforce employed.  After the 1903 law took effect, Arizona 

Copper Company superintendent James Colquhoun lamented the financial struggles his 

company faced, citing the “more than thirty tons of ore being required to make one ton of 

copper in the…district, mining costs are already too high.”99 Initial placer claims and 

early industrial mining in the area found ores as rich as thirty-five percent copper, with 

small scale oven-smelting techniques proving adequate.  By 1903, the purity of ore pulled 

from the mines hovered around three percent.  Colquhoun’s modification of smelting 

techniques had allowed this lower-grade ore to remain profitable, with a lower limit of 

around two percent purity being the threshold (PD further improved their smelting 

techniques after their takeover in 1921, making it possible to go below this two percent 

limit).  By comparison, Bisbee ores remained steady at around twenty percent pure the 

same year.100  The “blanket” law which treated all mining towns as the same ultimately 

resulted in many of the consequences – intended or otherwise – foreseen in the editorial 

pages of Arizona newspapers. 

Enforcement of the law took effect statewide on June 1st.  By June 2nd, the mining 

companies of Morenci cut wages to a nine-hour scale for an eight-hour day.  Rejecting 

this adjustment, approximately 2,000 miners initially walked out.  Soon after on 

Wednesday the 3rd, the smeltermen and others on peripheral jobs followed suit, swelling 

the numbers to an estimated 3,500 and leaving the mines, mills, and smelters idle. While 

the action had no formal leadership, union or otherwise, the workers – many of who 
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belonged to local ethnic social clubs and mutual aid societies – maintained a united front.  

On the evening of the 4th, James Colquhoun described those on strike as “orderly and 

well behaved” and the overall atmosphere of the Morenci-Clifton region as “quiet and 

peaceful.”  While this calm environment may in fact have existed, local authorities began 

preparing for the worst.  On the same day, the County deputized some twenty men and, 

“as a matter of precaution,” tossed at least one troublemaker in the hoosegow.101  In 

typical Bisbee Daily Review fashion, their description of the disturbance was decidedly 

more cynical.  The Review accused the Mexican strikers of “listening to harangues” 

delivered by the prominent leaders of the action and using “harsh language concerning 

the ‘gringos.’”  By their account, the motives of the strikers were much more nefarious 

than the Morenci authorities were letting on.  While their inferences on the overall tone of 

the strike later proved correct, their prediction of an end to “Mexican labor in the district” 

did not.102 

The Arizona Rangers arrived in Morenci on June 6th at the behest of Governor 

Brodie in anticipation of what one Arizona paper classified as impending trouble the 

following day as “the Mexicans and Italians are unruly.” Over the next few days, tempers 

flared as some 2,000 strikers – many of whom brandished firearms - marched through the 

streets of Morenci as fifty police officers looked on.  On June 10th, the reality of the 

escalating situation prompted the local sheriff to request federal troops in the hope of 

quelling any potential violence.   Heavy rains which had fallen during the 9th and 10th 

caused massive flooding, damaging the Arizona Copper Company’s smelter and 
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disabling telegraph lines.  Additionally, strikers began to commandeer company property.  

A reporter for the Arizona Republican described the seizure of the Detroit Copper 

Company’s mill when armed strikers overpowered and disarmed a guard there.  More 

rain came on the 11th as tensions began to peak. Armed strikers took up defensive 

positions in the hills surrounding the town and cut the remaining telegraph lines out of 

town.  Violence seemed imminent.103   

By the time federal troops arrived on June 12th, the strike had ended.  The heavy 

rains of the 11th added to the destruction of days prior, washing out most of the town of 

Clifton and killing an estimated fifty people.  The massive damage to homes and property 

forced workers to reprioritize.  Basic survival and the safety of their families became 

more important than their fight with the companies.  The now military-backed local law 

enforcement began arresting strike leaders and armed participants.  Soldiers quickly 

dispersed groups attempting to hold union meetings and mine owners ordered employees 

back to work the next day, paying the previously-proposed nine-hour wage for an eight-

hour shift. The strike’s principal organizers served jail sentences in Yuma, Arizona for 

their transgressions, and operations in the Morenci-Clifton region returned to normal for 

the time being.104   

The strike of 1903 stands as the first major labor disruption in the Arizona mining 

industry.  The previous decades had been peppered with minor disputes between labor 

and capital, with a small walkout and brief work stoppage in Globe in 1896 being the 

most dramatic event up to that point. The Western Federation of Miners, having 

                                                           
103 Mellinger, Race and Labor, 50-53., “Graham Camp Strikers,” Arizona Republican (Phoenix, AZ) June 
7, 1903. “Ball Opens: The Beginning of Violence in the Clifton District,” Arizona Republican (Phoenix, 
AZ) June 11, 1903. 
104 Park, “’Mexican Affair’”: 142-43.  Mellinger, Race and Labor, 53. 



73 

 

organized and led that action in Globe seven years prior, struggled to gain a foothold in 

the Morenci-Clifton region, even after halfheartedly supporting the 1903 strike from afar 

(and after it had ended).  In Globe, the WFM recruited members by promoting Anglo 

working rights above those of immigrants, seeking to establish their fight with the Old 

Dominion mine through the preservation of Globe as a “White” camp.  Naturally, this 

tactic did not play well in a town with a majority-Mexican populace, and the union had to 

wait for over a decade to establish itself in Morenci.  Without a union, the strike appeared 

more as a spontaneous action and less like an organized walkout.  However, it did in fact 

have an informal leadership. 

The strike was, understandably, largely a Mexican undertaking, and they 

comprised an estimated eighty to ninety percent of those participating.  Three men 

emerged as unofficial organizers and drew the attention of local law enforcement for their 

rousing speeches and high-profile involvement.  The most notable of the leaders, 

Weneslado H. Laustaunau, was a man of mysterious background.  Ethnically Romanian, 

he led the local Mexican and Italian labor organization and was believed to be of 

Mexican origin himself, among other uncertain details of his past.  The other two leaders, 

Abran Salcido, president of the Mexican society, and Frank Colombo, an Italian, were 

among the handful of leaders later arrested and imprisoned in Yuma for inciting a “riot” 

during the strike.105  These men reflected the racial and ethnic makeup of the strike itself, 

and despite the lack union leadership more often found at the core of labor conflict, 

managed to successfully conduct an organized show of force, its relative inefficacy 
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notwithstanding.  Of course, the racial composition of the strike and those eventually 

convicted for provoking it did not escape the watchful eye of the Bisbee Daily Review.  

The paper jumped at the opportunity to both criticize and celebrate the incident and 

remind readers of Bisbee’s commitment to Anglo labor and shorter working hours. 

 As acknowledged in an issue of the Bisbee Daily Review printed three days prior 

to its enactment, “the new law does not effect (sic) the Bisbee district, as eight hours has 

been the rule here for some time.”  The article speculates on the forthcoming 

consequences of the law in regards to the Morenci-Clifton district, predicting a cut in 

wages to correspond with the limiting of hours.  The Review ascribed the financial 

problems of the area to the companies’ attempt to profit by working “the very lowest 

grade ores, some of it as low as three percent.”106  As seen previously, the Review made 

no attempt to hide its disdain for non-Anglo labor.  In addition to its June 18, 1903 

diatribe against the “foreign” element they believed to be at the root of the strike, the 

Review frequently predicted the end of Mexican labor in the area, with the “son of 

Mananaland (sic) find[ing] himself out of a job at [the strike’s] termination.”107  The 

Review also rejoiced at the prospect of an end to Italian labor in the area, predicting that 

the strike would return order to the mines’ hiring practices, as “Italians are no longer to 

be given preference in the [Morenci] camp, and if their places are to be filled with 

Americans, the results in that direction will be highly satisfactory.”108  The Review took 

an arrogant interest in the racial makeup of a rival mining camp.  Their promotion of an 

eight-hour law that would only affect other mining towns – as well as their outward glee 
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in its ability to create chaos and potentially eliminate “foreign” labor – reveals their 

desire to influence the Arizona labor market and dictate how other camps would operate.   

Their critique of Morenci and its “foreign” workforce did not go unnoticed by the 

Morenci paper. 

 The June 18, 1903 issue of the Era contained a lengthy defense of the 

employment preferences of the Morenci-Clifton mining companies.  Moreover, they 

attributed the troubles of a week before to the meddling of the State and their legislation 

of an eight-hour workday, going so far as to place part of the blame on the Review for its 

promotion of the law.  Additionally, they again cited the lower-quality copper ore found 

in the region as the basis for depressed wages in comparison to other mining camps of the 

state and among both American and foreign workers.  Admitting that Mexican labor was 

indeed paid less for these reasons, the paper defended the multiracial makeup of the 

town’s workforce and criticized the intrusion of the administrative class: “Until the 

politicians interfered [Mexican and Italian workers] were content and happy.  And while 

as a class they are aliens and speak a foreign language, many of them were born here and 

have been working for the companies since they were big enough to swing a hammer.  

Their labor contributed to make the district what it is” (emphasis added).  Again touting 

the employment of Mexicans and Italians “almost exclusively” for nearly thirty years, the 

writer then explained, “when you cut a man’s wages, be he American, Mexican, or 

Italian, the result is pretty much the same.”  The editorial concludes with a denunciation 

of the “political intermeddling” of the State and the Review, blaming both for the ongoing 

crisis.109 
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 At the end of the strike, the Era’s scorn reached a boiling point.  Morenci had just 

suffered through its first major labor conflict, an event the paper’s editor at least partially 

blamed on the Review and its Phelps-Dodge handlers.  After penning an artistically-

worded rebuttal to the Review’s contention that the Era lacked the proper “gray matter” 

to adequately analyze the situation, the author explained the real effects of the law on 

operations in the area.  According to his estimation, the strike had caused nearly 

$100,000 in lost wages for the miners during their time on the picket line.  Furthermore, 

the imposition of the eight-hour law forced local companies to adjust their wage scale.  

While depriving workers of ten percent of their pay (and paying ten percent more as 

well), the companies also absorbed a corresponding downturn in mining output, straining 

the already thin margins under which they operated.  The Era chided the Review for 

“hammering at the legislature day by day for the passage of this law” and for its later 

“lame attempt to crawl out of its responsibility” for doing so by claiming it did not affect 

any major mining operation in the state.  The lengthy editorial concluded by condemning 

the legislature and Review for stripping workers of their ability to voluntarily work longer 

hours for more pay.  In doing so and causing the strike, the author claims, they damaged 

the entire [Arizona] “Territory, because any man who is blessed with common horse 

sense knows that capital will not invest in a section that is in the midst of labor 

troubles.”110 

Bisbee professed its preference for “native” workers early on.  The front page of 

the May 27, 1903 issue of the Bisbee Daily Review declared in bold letters, “No Foreign 

Labor Wanted.”  The article proceeded to quote the opinions of local labor leaders and 

                                                           
110 Copper Era (Clifton, AZ) Aug 22, 1903. 



77 

 

mine ownership on the topic, neither of whom approved of importing workers. The 

reporter took a local mine administrator to task for his employment of foreigners, putting 

him on the defensive and forcing him to account for the apparently excessive number of 

Italian names in his payroll book: “We are unable to get American miners,” 

superintendent John Merrill insisted.  “Now this morning I want twenty men and cannot 

get them.  If Italian miners come, I will hire them, as I must have men to work.  I cannot 

let the mine be idle for want of men, and if the Americans do not want to work, I must get 

foreigners.”111   

The seemingly apologetic tone expressed by Mr. Merrill – and the pressure 

applied to him by the reporter questioning his motives – shows the racial hierarchy of 

Bisbee as ingrained in the local culture.  This need for ethnic homogeneity extended past 

the district limits at times, at least once in the form of an editorial critique of the Morenci-

Clifton region’s inability to properly “control” its Mexican workers.  During the strike, 

the editorial staff of the Bisbee Daily Review chastised its counterpart to the north for 

providing “refuge” to foreign workers while seeking cheap labor.  For weeks prior, the 

editorial page of the Review had sanctimoniously reveled in Morenci’s suffering, gloating 

over the peaceful state in its own region which they attributed to their Anglo hegemony.  

The culmination of Bisbee’s industrial schadenfreude came on June 10 of that year in the 

form of a scathing critique of Morenci’s hiring practices.  “So long as foreign labor is 

allowed to remain the majority in Morenci and Clifton, trouble with employees will be 

the rule rather than the exception,” the Review proclaimed, further imploring Morenci to 

“get rid of the foreigners.”   This fusillade drew a quick response from The Copper Era in 
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defense of its labor force and the Mexican workers who helped build the mines, town, 

and culture.112 

 The ever-present paternalistic tone of the Era’s editorial page is tangible in their 

defense of the region.  The depiction of a content ethnic underclass lulled into comfort 

through their ignorance of the outside world comes across as dismissive, as if the only 

way ethnic workers could be spurred to action is by outside forces breaking their insular 

protective shell.  Ham-handed execution aside, the Era had a valid point in regards to the 

meddling of politicians and the Review in affairs that did not directly concern them.  

Many of the laws passed during this time, purportedly to protect workers’ rights, were 

actually attempts by organized labor to protect Anglos from foreign competition in their 

industries.  The motive for the Review’s celebration of the law’s passing is hard to 

ascertain, but the ever-present tenor of distrust towards foreign labor found in its pages 

speaks volumes.113 

Understandably, the Morenci-Clifton mining companies staunchly defended their 

hiring practices and majority-Mexican workforce from the verbal and legal attacks of 

outside entities.  The unique mining practices of the region made the employment of 

foreign (and Anglo) workers at lower wages a necessity.  Whether Bisbee saw the 

foisting of an eight-hour law on to Morenci as a way to limit competition through a 

crippling of their labor practices or merely as a way to force the hiring of more American 

workers is unclear.  Whatever the case, their promotion of legislation that in no way 

affected their operations was patently self-serving.  The racial makeup of the Morenci-

                                                           
112 “Should Bring Forth Good Fruit” Bisbee Daily Review (Bisbee, AZ), June 10, 1903; Mellinger, Race 

and Labor: 36. 
113 “The Final Results,” Bisbee Daily Review (Bisbee, AZ), March 9, 1903. 



79 

 

Clifton area and the relative inclusiveness of its culture were apparent threats to the social 

order of the Arizona mining industry.  Mining had been the state’s primary trade since the 

1880s, yet propositions for an eight-hour workday – albeit part of unionized labor’s 

platform nationwide for some time – did not appear in the state legislature until 1899.  

This relatively late epiphany on “worker’s rights” coincided with mass immigration from 

eastern and southern Europe, as well as with a noticeable uptick in migrants who had 

been coming from Mexico for decades. 

Bisbee sought to maintain its character as a White camp through strict 

enforcement of legal and social pressure on non-Anglo ethnicities.  In addition to the 

aforementioned “sundown law” preventing the longsuffering Chinese from remaining in 

town after dark, Bisbee reinforced its standing through a labor hierarchy that completely 

excluded Mexican workers from underground jobs, something that Morenci – even with 

their dual-wage system – had never sought to do.  The rigidity of racial division in 

Bisbee, which included the lynching of a Mexican in 1882 after a bar fight, can be seen in 

the Review’s editorial criticisms lobbed at Morenci during its 1903 strike.114  The law was 

written to only affect underground miners, which in Bisbee were strictly Anglos, and in 

Morenci principally Mexicans.115  Why would a company already running shorter shifts 

feel the need to have that policy legislated statewide, as doing so would have no direct 

bearing on its operations?  

Unfortunately, the answer to this question is anything but straightforward.  

Outside of their Anglo-centric hiring practices and expressed disdain for “foreign” labor, 
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the Review failed to clearly state the purported benefits of the law for the miners in 

Bisbee, likely because it had no measurable effect there.  As Phelps Dodge owned a half 

stake in Morenci’s Detroit Copper Company in 1903, the promotion of the law would 

seem to be self-defeating.  By hindering the DCC’s ability to contract labor at a rate that 

fit its unique business model based on substandard ore, the law could very well have 

eliminated operations in the region if copper prices plunged.  This could, perhaps, be the 

reasoning behind it.  As James Byrkit described it, Phelps Dodge was “The Company” in 

Bisbee, and their collusion with Calumet and Arizona essentially left them without 

competition in Cochise County.  In Morenci-Clifton, PD bought their way into an 

already-established industry, yet the DCC maintained its name and controlled day to day 

operations, while competing with the Arizona Copper Company and the smaller Shannon 

copper works.  At the risk of venturing into conspiratorial waters, one might presume the 

eight-hour law to be an attempt to eliminate competition in the region and allow PD to 

duplicate their Copper Queen business model in Graham County. 
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Ethnic Protectionism of the Early Union Movement   

 

After the strike of 1903, labor action in Arizona increased exponentially.  Unions, 

emboldened by the relative success with the eight-hour legislation, began to organize 

across the state.  Strikes of varying size and length became commonplace.  Morenci-

Clifton experienced another in 1915-16 similar in scale to the one twelve years earlier.  

Even Bisbee – the town earlier lauded as a worker’s paradise by mine ownership - earned 

its prominence in the annals of labor conflict with a major strike in late June of 1917, 

after management and around 2000 vigilantes “deported” some 1200 workers out of town 

on July 12th.  The causes of these strikes are multi-faceted and open to debate.  James 

Byrkit might conceptualize these strikes as a reaction of the exploited working class to 

the oppressive teaming of the state and corporations to extract profits though their labor.  

Phillip Mellinger might see strikes as a natural part of the rapid expansion of the industry 

and the chaos of mass employment; a corrective force fomented by those working in 

dangerous often low-paying trades.  Even further, Katherine Benton-Cohen might see 

strikes as the result of racial conflict, with both Anglos and Mexicans reacting to what 

they saw as a threat from the other.  Whatever the case (and at the risk of stating an 

obvious and trite oversimplification), strikes such as that seen in Morenci-Clifton in the 

summer of ’03 were, at their heart, a disagreement between capital and labor over whom 

can lay claim to profits produced.  The involvement of the state in the regulation of the 

industry only enflamed tensions further, hastening a conflict between two parties which 

had been looming for decades. 
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The long-standing (relative) peace between the two classes in Morenci-Clifton 

only came to an end with the intervention of the Territorial legislature.  This is not to 

argue that some form of labor unrest would not have eventually come to the region 

anyway, but there can be no disagreement that the outbreak of the 1903 strike was a 

direct result of the eight-hour law.  However, effects of the law itself are open to wide 

interpretation.  Was it a necessary move to defend the rights of workers, a protective 

regulation essential to their well-being and intended to prevent exploitation?  Or was it a 

punitive measure meant to disrupt operations in the one major mining center that 

employed Mexicans in jobs that the rest of the state believed Anglos were entitled to?  Or 

was it some combination of the two driven by union pressure and a sense of altruism 

harbored by the ruling elite in Phoenix?  Considering the political and racial climate of 

the era (immigration worries, eugenics, etc.), coupled with the stated desire to limit 

“foreign” competition for jobs, and the fact that most major towns already operated on an 

eight-hour scale prior to its enactment, the law was almost certainly driven by a nativist 

sentiment and fueled by an underlying racial animus. 

To interpret the law as a necessary protection for the workers in Morenci-Clifton, 

one would have to first claim that workers there were in fact in need of such protection.  

Since the region operated without any major disruptions in the forty years prior to 1903, 

this argument would have to be rooted in a belief that the workers as a whole were too 

ignorant to realize their own exploitation.  Was the majority-Mexican workforce held in 

some sort of mental bondage, either unaware that the companies who employed them 

were taking advantage or financially unable to extract themselves from the situation?  Or 

were they, in fact, fully aware of the realities of the mining industry at that time, and that 
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economic opportunities for Mexicans in Morenci-Clifton were the best in the Territory?  

With itinerancy being one of the main (admittedly bigoted) justifications used by mine 

owners for the dual wage system, it would seem that movement in and out of town could 

be, and was, done at will.116  The only way to justify the law as a needed protection for 

Mexican workers is to play into the same racial stereotypes of laziness and 

simplemindedness touted by companies and eugenicists of the era. 

Contemporarily, labor laws are seen as a justified bulwark against the excesses of 

corporate gluttony, a gluttony, which many argue, encourages the degradation of 

worker’s rights.  However, the Arizona legislature of 1903 – comprised of many 

businessmen with interests in the mining industry – expressed little interest in providing 

relief for the average Arizona miner.  As shown with the delay in the sale of the Shannon 

mining properties in Morenci, economic concerns stood first and foremost.  Politicians 

needed to appease both union lobbyists and mining companies, two groups on seemingly 

conflicting sides yet both with a common interest: using legislation as a tool to limit 

competition.  For Anglo miners, an eight-hour day could limit competition from 

“foreign” workers by hindering their ability to work longer hours.  For mine owners, the 

law punished competing companies who hired these workers by forcing them 

simultaneously raise wages and cut working hours, in the case of Morenci, increasing 
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their labor costs by 20% in one fell swoop and causing a massive walkout by the Mexican 

miners.  Furthermore, by whittling down the law and shedding protections for all above-

ground workers, the legislature effectively allowed companies to continue extended shifts 

in those jobs – the ones occupied by mostly Mexicans and immigrants - without legal 

repercussions.  The law took shape in such a way as to only truly affect Mexican 

underground workers in Morenci-Clifton, making it less an act of benevolence and more 

of a targeted assault on the unique makeup of that region. 

Using legal means to punish competition under the guise of “worker’s rights” was 

not unique to Arizona during this era.  Outside of the more radical elements of the labor 

movement such as the Industrial Workers of the World and some segments of the 

Socialist Party who endeavored to bring together all industrial workers, organized labor 

largely sought to protect craftsmen from immigrant competition.  The threat of a flooded 

job market and depressed wages prompted unions to close ranks and attempt to regulate 

who could practice a specific trade.  Oftentimes they did so by lobbying for laws that 

would excessively encumber immigrant workers and businesses.  One such ordinance in 

1880s San Francisco limited laundry workers from working during the night, in order, 

they claimed, to prevent fires.  This restriction disproportionately affected Chinese 

launderettes, essentially limiting their ability to compete by constricting their hours of 

operation.117  The most famous of these progressive attempts to stifle market competition 

became a federal Supreme Court case in 1905. 

 The case of Lochner v. New York had similar roots to the Arizona eight-hour law 

of 1903, and the ruling set a standard that lasted over thirty years, even becoming known 
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in legal and historical circles as the “Lochner Era.”  Under the pretext of protecting 

workers from unscrupulous bakery owners in the state, New York hoped to regulate 

working conditions and hours of labor with the Bakeshop Act of 1895.  Bakery owner 

Joseph Lochner of Utica challenged the validity of the law after the state fined him fifty 

dollars for allowing an employee to work 60 hours in a week.  The U.S. Supreme Court 

eventually ruled in his favor, declaring the regulation of hours as an excessive use of 

government power and reaffirming the right of employers and employees to negotiate 

their own terms.  Similar to proponents of the eight-hour law naming the dangers inherent 

in underground mining, supporters of the Bakeshop Act cited the purported health 

hazards found in bakeries as the reason for the law’s ratification.  Long working hours, 

flour inhalation, and drastic temperature swings from hot to cold and back again, would 

damage the health of the workers, they claimed.118  But also similar to Arizona, this law 

had a racial and nativist foundation, with unions supporting its passage as a way to limit 

competition from immigrant bakers. 

 The unionized bakers of New York, dominated by German and Anglo-Irish 

workers, supported the passage of the law, hoping it would help stabilize their wages (at 

that time paid by the day, similar to the mines) through the standardization of working 

hours.  However, the bakers’ union weekly paper also decried the cheap immigrant labor 

that began to enter the industry in the 1890s, made up of mostly Italian, French, and 

Jewish bakers.  Smaller, privately-owned bakeries had trouble competing with the larger 

and more well-established bakeries already in business.  Much like operations in 

Morenci-Clifton, the only way for these immigrant bakers to survive was through longer 
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working hours, and much like Bisbee, those companies pushing for the law already 

operated under the hours and provisions the passage of the law would enact.  The noble 

cause of “defending the workers” was nothing more than a façade for economic 

protectionism and nativist sentiments.119  

 As the head of the baker’s union and former member of the “Anti-Coolie League” 

of California, Henry Weismann actively promoted the regulation of New York bakeries 

and brought the weight of the union down on shops he believed operated in unhealthy or 

unsafe conditions.  His promotion of legal sanitary minimums led one inspector to 

declare Jewish and Italian bakeries incapable of maintaining basic standards.  

“Cleanliness and tidiness are completely foreign to [Jews and Italians],” he proclaimed.  

Eventually, the union turned its focus to Joseph Lochner, a Bavarian immigrant who 

owned his own bakery.  The union withdrew its label from his products and pushed a 

boycott of his business, accusing him of violating the law by allowing an apprentice 

worker to remain after his shift to learn cake-baking skills.  The pressure brought the 

attention of state regulators and a trial test of the law eventually made its way to the 

federal Supreme Court.120 

 Largely considered by legal scholars to be an incorrect interpretation of the 

Constitution’s 14th Amendment and its Due Process clause, the Lochner case nevertheless 

exposed the motivations of unionized labor in regards to utilizing the state as a regulatory 

force to stifle competition.  Frequently, this competition came in the form of migrant 

labor, especially in turn-of-the-century industrial America.  The exclusionary unions 

affiliated with the American Federation of Labor organized by trade.  Each focused on a 

                                                           
119 Bernstein, Rehabilitating Lochner: 23-29. 
120 Bernstein, Rehabilitating Lochner: 24-25.  
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respective vocation, i.e., carpentry, steel work, machining, etc.  By regulating 

membership, local unions could also control employment.  In the case of the Globe 

Miner’s Union No. 60 (though WFM rather than AFL affiliated in 1896), they effectively 

limited Mexican labor by excluding their membership in the union, relegating them to 

above-ground jobs and helping establish Globe’s reputation as a “White man’s” camp.  

Their recruitment methods involved appealing to Anglo tradesmen, forgoing 

considerations of working class unity in favor racial and craft isolationism.121 

 These early iterations of unionized labor would evolve to become more inclusive 

in the decades to come.  By 1915, even the previously exclusionary WFM awoke to the 

reality of Mexican labor as a major force in the Arizona mining industry, one that could 

not be ignored if concessions were to be extracted from the copper companies.  

Organizing in Morenci-Clifton in August of that year, they successfully initiated a strike 

by late September.122  Through a series of somewhat chaotic twists and turns involving 

the formation of the IWW in 1905 and a later split with that organization, by 1915 the 

WFM had affiliated with the AFL.  The AFL’s relatively sudden willingness to organize 

among groups they previously shunned was less the result of some socially progressive 

awakening and more a practical necessity.  As industries employed more immigrants and 

non-Anglos, the ratio of union members shrunk relative to the workforce as a whole.  

Class consciousness only eclipsed protectionism after this drastic demographic shift left 

no other choice.123 

                                                           
121 Mellinger, Race and Labor: 22-23, 28-29. 
122 Patton, History of Clifton: 36-37. 
123 Ann Schofield, “Rebel Girls and Union Maids: The Woman Question in the Journals of the AFL and 
IWW, 1905-1920,” Feminist Studies 9, no. 2 (1983): 337-38. 
Samuel Gompers, president of the AFL at this time, had a similar attitude toward the organization of female 
workers.  In 1906, Gompers explained his unwillingness to organize women, claiming, “…the wife or 
mother, attending to the duties of the home, makes the greatest contribution to the support of the family.  
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 The collusion between organized labor and the State in the form of Arizona’s 

1903 eight-hour law had both immediate and long term effects.  Immediately, it threw the 

Morenci-Clifton region into disorder, causing its first major strike and forcing both 

workers and the company to adjust to a lower standard of living.  In the long term, 

workers earned less while the company paid more for their labor.  Undoubtedly, this state 

of affairs drove the companies to refine their processes in order to remain solvent.  

However, it took nearly two decades after the 1903 strike for Phelps Dodge to introduce 

new, more efficient smelting techniques with their takeover of operations in Morenci-

Clifton.  Furthermore, the law’s narrow focus – strictly on underground workers – 

provided no obvious measurable benefit to Arizona’s miners with its introduction.  While 

towns like Bisbee, Jerome, and Globe felt no effect whatsoever, Morenci-Clifton 

suffered. 

The study of the relationship between race and economics is by nature a tricky 

endeavor.  Modern histories (including this study, hopefully seldom) tend to view past 

eras through a lens of contemporary morality, creating a critical tone that often comes 

across as sanctimonious condescension.  It can be difficult to escape the compulsion to 

immediately establish both ruling and victim classes, emphasize their relative social 

positions to solidify their respective roles, and then create a comprehensive list of every 

time the former wronged the latter.  While this can indeed be a relevant aspect of ethnic 

dynamics in American history, the construction of social categories for the sole purpose 

                                                           

The honor, glory, and happiness that come from a beloved wife and the holiness of motherhood are a 
contribution to the support and future welfare of the family that our common humanity does not yet fully 
appreciate.”  Women and minorities would have to wait nearly a decade longer for attention from the AFL, 
who only began to court these groups when it became politically and economically exigent to do so.  
Schofield, “Rebel Girls”: 343. 
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of highlighting conflict quickly creates faceless masses of racial stereotypes on both sides 

of the aisle.  In the case of Arizona – much like the rest of the nation during this era – the 

prevailing Anglo-protestant culture promoted a pecking order based on its own social and 

cultural practices.  In many cases, this was done at the expense of those deemed 

unworthy of inclusion.  However, to assert that this prevailed as the unwavering standard 

– and that all Arizona mining towns existed as social and economic clones - denies both 

Anglo and minority groups their due consideration.  In Arizona alone there existed two 

distinct districts – Morenci-Clifton and Bisbee - built on the same industry with similar 

labor needs yet wildly different economic circumstances and attitudes on the employment 

of Mexican workers.  The day-to-day existence of these workers in an industrial town is 

often gleaned by parsing the flare-ups between labor and capital in the form of strikes, or 

violent events such as a racially-motivated lynching or the physical expulsion of Chinese 

workers from town.  Though an integral piece of evidence, putting too much weight in 

these types of conflicts can create a lopsided representation of reality, leading us to 

believe that some form of perpetual tension defined everyday life.  The truth is often 

much more banal, and only through an analysis of the untroubled times can we get a 

clearer picture of how society functioned. 
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