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| Railroad work has a special place
| in Greek American lore. There is
hardly a Greek American family
with roots in the Great Migration of
| 1880101924 which does nothavea
| story about their ancestors working
| on the railroads. In the late 1880’
| up until the end of the First World
War, Greek immigrant laborers

| to work in smelters, mines factories,

| and to help build the country’s ever- |
expanding railroad system. These |

| unsuspecting workingmen were

" met with hostilicy. |

| " The Greek workers soon jearned |
that the American companies hiring |
them would take ever opportunity |
to exploit and cheat them. Orga- |
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nized labor was advocating for new
labor laws like the eight-hour work-
day; basic safety conditions on the
job; and fair pay practices. Riots,
strikes, lockouts and killings were
all commonplace as the workers
and the Robber Barons fought over
what we accept today as basic rights
and conditons in the American
workplace.

News accounts documenting
Greek involvement in these social
struggles are readily found. In like
measure, one can find news stories
attesting to the very reasons why
Greeks took direct action to change
the conditions of exploitation.

If railroad, factory or mining offi-
cials discovered that some individ-
ual in one of the all-ethnic work
gangs knew the rules to the extent
that the rest of his crew could not be
exploited (when it suited company
men to do 50), then these workers
were immediately fired. Knowing
this tendency among the company
men helps in understanding a whole
series of news accounts where spe-
cific individuals were thrown off the
job site.

Let's just take two examples from
1907, which was one of the two
peak years of Greek migration to the
United States, and let’s see if we can
determine the reasons why anyone
was fired.

In the San Francisco Call Bul-
letin. a headline read. “Rioting

ley, some with drawn stilettos, oth-

. ers with cobblestones, One stone

hurled at him missed its mark and
felled Rouhatos. He lay unconscious
until the riot was over and then, on
being removed to the City and
County Hospital, he was found to be
dead. Buckley broke through the
mob and fled to the open door of a
saloon... He rushed in, and while
the bartender took refuge in the cel-
lar, he held the door against the
mgb, armed only with a sledgeham-
mer.., Policemen Thomas Smith
and W.W. Wilson appeared on the
scene before blood was shed, and
the mob began to disperse while a
riot call was sent... When Captain
Anderson appeared at the head of
the posse, the riot was over
(www.annunciation.org/pho-
toarchive).”

Then, reporting from Reno,
Nevada we read, “Gang of Greek La-
borers Arrested,” which reports the
following: “The whole crew of
Greek laborers employed in filling
in the railroad yards at the Sparks
shop were arrested and placed in
jail today to quell a disturbance
raised by the laborers and prevent a
riot. The Greeks have been on a
strike for the past two days, refusing
to go to work until six of their coun-
trymen who had been discharged
were reinstated. The railroad offi-
cials took a different view of the
question and discharged the whole
crew. The foreigners refused to be
discharged. and also refused to va-

bock by Helen Zeese Papanikolas,
and you will learn that labor-
procuring agents were ever at the
ready to send as many workers any-
where in the country on a moments
notice. One telegram from the rail
yard supervisor to, say, Louis Skliris,
then known as the “Czar of the
Greeks,” and he would have sent as
many men as was requested on the
soonest train available, Given the
bad feelings the riot caused, it
would have been even more likely
that an entirely different -ethnic
work gang would have been sent. As
Papanikolas has noted in her writ-
ings, this practice caused animosity
for decades between various ethnic
groups in the Intermountain West.

“The Greeks refused

to be discharged, and
also refused to vacate
the boxcars, which they
had been using as their
sleeping quarters...”

Exploitive work practices were
one thing, however, death was quite
another.

LUCIN-CUTOFF ACCIDENT

I remember meeting Stella
Kapetan sometime in 1999 or 2000
at some event hosted by the Hel-
lenic Museum in Chicago. She was
more than a tad indignant that no
Greek American scholars, including

belongings when “an overtumed
stove lit the black powder, which ex-
ploded the dynamite, killing 16
{Greek Star, June 22, 2000)."”

A total of 24 individuals were
killed, and 16 others wounded, as a
result of this accident. It's hard to
understand the true magnitude of
this collision today. In total, aside
from the dead and wounded, “it de-
stroyed seven railcars and the sta-
tion; left a crater estimated at 50
feet deep; tore up 1,000 feet of
track; and toppled dozens of tele-
graph-line poles. The concussion
from the blast shattered windows in
a telegraph station more than 30
miles down the line
{(www.utu.org).” The truly horrific
aspect of this event was the fact that
many of the dead were literally
“blown to bits, with what was left of
each man wrapped in a blanket,
placed in individual fruit boxes” to
be shipped back to Ogden.

Every Sunday before Memorial
Day, the Hellenic Cultural Associa-
tion spopsors a memorial service
outside‘? Holy Trinity Greek Ortho-
dox Cathedral in Salt Lake City. In
1988, a memorial monument dedi-
cated at Holy Trinity Cathedral in-
cludes, along with all the other in-
scriptions, mention of “The 16
Greek Railroad Workers Killed in
1904 at the Lucin Cutoff.”

What is not mentioned in the
Greek Star account js that, less than
two weeks before this terrible acci-
dent, another had occurred at es-



Greeks May Go Back to Work.” The
account reads as follows: “The
Greek laborers to the number of
1,341 who rioted on Valencia street
yesterday and sought the life of
their foreman, Maurice Buckley...
will not be discharged from the pay-
roll of United Railroads. Thornwell
Mullally, vice president of the com-
pany, announces that all will be al-
lowed to return to work. One man
lies dead at the Morgue, a saloon on
Valencia Street, near Sixteenth is
wrecked, and three men are held at
the Mission Police Station as a result
of yesterday's disturbance. The
dead man was killed by a cobble-
stone which was meant for Foreman
Buckley. The riot was caused by the
discharge of two men, William
Christ, the interpreter of the gang,
and Markos Rouhatos, the dead
man. Shortly, before 1 o'clock, the
men quit their work of tearing up
the cable slot (for the world famous
San Francisco trolley cable-rail-
cars)... and gathered around Christ,
who harangued them on the subject
of his discharge until they were
worked up into a frenzy. Suddenly,
they made a rush for Foreman Buck-

cate the boxcars, which had been
used by them as sleeping quarters.
Officials attempted to eject the
Greeks from the cars, and a free-for-
all fight ensued. The Sparks police
were called, and they invaded the
Greek camp, arresting 34 of the
aliens and placing them in jail. They
will be tried in court tomorrow
moming for disturbing the peace
(Fresno Moming Republican Ccto-
ber 34,1907).”

Individual Greeks were fired

_which caused the other Greeks to ri-

ot. Fine, I understand that. But what
the Anglo-Saxon journalists of this
era do not seek to investigate (let
alone ask) was why these particular
Greeks were fired in the first place.
Wouldn't that make the case against
the rioters stronger? I'm not saying
that the company had no right to
hire or fire at will. What I'm saying
is that, since no reasons are given
here — and are rarely given in any of
the accounts { have read, so far - |

am left with only one conclusion;

The Greeks were fired for reasons
which could not be printed in the
newspapers.

Choose any historical article or

myself, then knew of the Lucin-Cut-
off Accident.

On February 19, 1904 Kapetan's
great grandfather, Leonidas Malte-
zos, was killed in the incredibly dis-
astrous Ogden-Lucin Cutoff train
wreck on the Southern Pacific Rail-
road, along with 15 other Greek la-
borers. In exploring her own fami-
ly's history, Stella reminded Greek
America of a long forgotten story in
our community’s collective history.

As Kapetan herself reports,
Leonidas Maltezos was one of the
many Greek laborers who boarded
the “train near Jackson Point, Utah
about 90 miles northwest of Salt
Lake City, headed for a site where
they were building the Lucin-Cutoff,
the bridge over the Great Salt Lake,
The men knew that dynamite and
black powder were loaded onto the
train... a train used to haul gravel
failed to move completely over to a
second train line to allow the on-
coming workmen’s train to pass.
When the brakes on the workmen's
train failed... the train crashed into
the oncoming gravel train.” Most of
the Greek laborers survived the col-
lision and were gathering up their

sentially the same location. On Jan-
uary 23, 1904 a rear-end collision at
Promontory Point, which is on the
Lucin cut-off, three immigrant rail-
road workers were killed and six in-
jured. Since the reporting American
journalists of that time were too
fundamentally ignorant to distin-
guish between an ethnic Greek and
other Orthodox Christians, we can
not tell who exactly was killed in
this dreadful accident.

Without question, the Lucin-Cut-
off Accident remains a milestone in
the history of Greeks in the Ameri-
can west. Yet even this monumental
tragedy is but one solitary instance
in a long series of railroad calami-
ties in which Greek immigrant
workers met their deaths on Ameri-
can soil. These Greek pioneers
worked under hellish conditions,
now outlawed in general practice.
They slaved so that we would not
have to endure such harsh condi-
tions. We owe all these men a debt
that can never be repaid.

Readers who wish to contact Mr.
Frangos may e-mail him at greek-
write@yahoo.com.



