










Workers at the Duluth coal docks, about 1900 

The waitresses whom Mrs. Akin organized met on 
equal terms with the waiters at the Bethel one evening 
in June. Within one year they won raises of 70 cents per 
week and the right to sign union-scale contracts with 
every major restaurant in Duluth." 

While Akin established her reputation as a labor 
leader, her brother spent June, July, and August, 1895, 
in the McHenry County jail in Woodstock, Illinois, 
with Debs and five other ARU officers. Two months 
after his release, Goodwin went west to organize along 
the Great Northern rail lines. When he was jailed in 
Kalispell, Montana, in November, 1895, the Evening 
Herald featured a story on "agitator" and "ringleader" 
Goodwin and this, another failed strike.'" 

During these 1894 and 1895 strikes, A. F of L. 
President Samuel Gompers moved to the right on the 
political spectrum. Gompers deserted the ARU, de­
nounced socialism, rejected political activism, and 
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adopted a more capitalistic orientation. Mrs. Akin ex­
pressed her political judgment of Gompers at the 1895 
Minnesota Federation of Labor convention in Winona. 
She stood among the minority of delegates who voted 
against Gompers for A. F of L. president.^ 

LATE in 1895, Duluth's city council established a re­
trenchment committee to slash salaries of municipal 
employees in order to reduce taxes. The trades assembly 
picked Sabrie Akin as its committee representative. The 
lone woman among six men from the Commercial 
Club, the Jobbers (wholesalers) Union, and other 
prominent businesses, she more than held her own in 
another male-defined space.^^ 

Acting on explicit instructions from the trades as­
sembly. Akin suggested that the city cut salaries of ad­
ministrators before reducing laborers' and teachers' 
pay. Her other proposal for cutting taxes earned her her 
first Duluth headline: "Mrs. Akin Suggests the National 
Guard Company Be Disbanded." The mditia had pro­
voked violence in the Pullman strike, and Akin and the 
trades assembly were still mad. At an earlier assembly 
meeting, one delegate had said that the city could cut 
costs by not renting a drill hall. The guard, he thought, 
could drill on the ice.^' 

Akin's energetic style of leadership attracted atten­
tion. Soon, incoming Mayor Caspar H. Truelson and 
the city council were convinced of the political disad­
vantage of cutting the salaries of rank-and-fde city 
workers. Even the News Tribune used Mrs. Akin's 
arguments for maintaining present salaries for the 
lowest paid.^ 

The Bethel, as portrayed in the 
News Tribune, 1895 
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matter is accessible to the poorest and every political 
and social problem now arising in the nation is dis­
cussed in the humblest hovel in the land. It follows as a 
day follows night, tha t some t ime, and not many years 
hence [workers] will take the reins in their own hands." 
Akin customarily laced her editorials with an intensity 
that made her audience feel tha t the future was up to 
them. Addressing longshoremen in May, 1896, she said: 
"Now whoop 'em up boys! Don't put your name down, 
pay your dues and think that is going to raise your 
wages or hold them at the present scale. . . . Don't stay 
away from meetings and then complain because things 
are not run to suit you. . . . come in at the door and do 
not stand on the sidewalk and do your debating. . . . 
Remember that while you are loitering along the way 
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your enemy, t h e cap i t a l i s t , is u n d e r m i n i n g you 
every day."'^ 

Akin proved her professionalism by giving a hearing 
to all sides of a controversy, writ ing with wit and style. 
For her more conservative audience, the first issue fea­
tured a front-page article on C. M. Thomas, current 
president of the Duluth Federated Trades Assembly, 
and his "union mercantile" store. On page five she pub­
lished a profile of the assembly's first president, Emil 
A. Applehagen, a personal friend and former shopmate 
of Samuel Gompers.^^ 

For her more radical audience. Akin drew upon her 
connections to the American Railway Union and its 
heroes. Also on page one of her first issue was Debs's "Is 
Solidarity of Labor Impossible?" and a poem, "The 
Labor World," writ ten for her new paper by her friend 
Ellis B. Harris. Later issues noted correspondence from 
Harris when he ran into Roy Goodwin on union busi­
ness in Buffalo, New York. When two blacklisted St. 
Cloud ARU train dispatchers called on Mrs. Akin at the 
Labor World, she editorialized that they were fired 
"because they dared to be men and not sneaks and 
cowards at the time of the A.R.U. strike." 

Working-class men and women read Akin's Labor 
World because she helped them to make sense out of the 
controversies of the day. Socialism was not a "scare 
word," Akin asserted, but a familiar presence. "The 
post office," she wrote, "public highways, postal money 
order, school loan fund, bonded warehouses, the green­
back, river and harbor improvement, and so on, are all 
more or less socialistic."'^ 

Akin was particularly careful to clarify an argu­
ment when she was in the thick of it. In June of 1896 
she was one of five female delegates to the Minnesota 
Federation of Labor convention in Minneapolis. As a 
delegate from the street railway union. Akin sided with 
the socialists and voted for a controversial resolution 
calling for "possession of the means of production' and 
"collective ownership" by the Minnesota working class. 
Trades unionists who voted against the measure wanted 
to limit the influence of fiery socialists, whom they 
judged. Akin explained, would cause "the disruption of 
organized labor's ranks." The resolution failed, she 
wrote, "after the fight of the mighty 'gladiators, '" 40 to 
59. Akin was the only Duluth delegate to vote for the 
socialist measure.'^ 

The ascendancy in 1896 of the antilabor team of 
President William McKinley and Republican party 
boss Mark Hanna signaled to many the acceptance of 
labor bashing. During the election campaign. Akin re­
ported that "In the elevators and mills the men are 
given to understand that if they want a cinch on their 
jobs they must sign the McKinley-Morris club roll." The 
women, she continued, "are often more rebellious than 
the men. One lady is reported as saying tha t she . . . 
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would starve rather than have [her husband] put a gag 
in his mouth."'" 

Before the next federation of labor convention in 
December, 1896, the Duluth delegation called a strat­
egy session to solidify its opposition to the socialists who 
advocated political action by the unions. The main­
stream papers also intensified their opposition to social­
ism, writing that political activism by trades union 
members, as proposed by the Socialist Labor party in 
the Twin Cities, was ""a menace to progress" for orga­
nized labor. The News Tribune hounded Akin's friend 
George C. Findley, a former newspaper editor, secre­
tary-treasurer of his typographical union local, and its 
delegate to the trades assembly. A typical headline 
cried: "Is Mr. Findley a Socialist?"'" 

Akin's Labor World, then eight months old, gave 
such detailed labor coverage that it provided brisk com­
petition for the Evening Herald and News Tribune. 
When the newspapers mounted this antisocialist cam­
paign, their attack represented both a political and a 
commercial battle. First, the News Tribune planted 
seeds of a controversy. The next day an Evening Herald 
h e a d l i n e s c r e a m e d " O B J E C T . M r s . A k i n ' s 
Credentials . . . Her Socialistic Views Are Responsible 
For Stirring Up the Trouble." She was rumored to be a 
delegate to the upcoming state labor convention. The 
papers implied tha t she would vote for socialist 
measures.''^ 

Akin knew how to use the press to defend herself. 
She dashed off a letter protesting that the labor com­
munity knew that she had not been a candidate for 
delegate. She did not temper her socialist commitment , 
just set straight the facts. Mrs. Akin's denial made the 
front page of the Herald.''^ 

Findley also wrote to the Herald and insisted that 
everyone in Duluth already knew that Akin was a so­
cialist; that she never at tempted to hide her convic­
tions; and that she never shied from controversy. In a 
sarcastic tone, Findley marveled at the "forty or fifty 
husky anti-socialists in the Duluth delegation [who] 
ought to have little difficulty in protecting themselves 
against the machination of one solitary, little woman."^^ 

Akin covered the convention in her usual profes­
sional manner. She editorialized: "Duluth can justly 

wear the crown of victory. The socialists owe their de­
feat to the Dulu th delegation, who voted solidly 
against seating the S.L.P. [Socialist Labor Party] dele­
gates." The next paragraph continued: "The tadors un­
ion of Duluth could not afford to send a delegate to the 
State Federation. A letter was read at the convention, 
however, stating that their union voted unanimously in 
favor of [the socialist resolution]." The tailors had a 
voice, if not a delegate. In Dulu th , that voice was 
heard only in Akin's labor press.*' 

Until spring of 1897 Akin published a 20-page mag­
azine, including li terature and costly illustrations. By 
June, she scaled down the Labor World to a tabloid 
style of four pages or more. She bought up The Hustler 
(Duluth), the Mountain Iron Manitou, the Duluth Cit­
izen, and the Duluth Press. This move placed her paper 
on a firmer financial base. Her friend Ida Thompson 
recalled that among Akin's best qualities were her abdi-
ties as a practical businesswoman.*-

Controversy did not dampen Akin's spirit. The anti-
socialist fervor intensified again in 1897 when Eugene 
Debs delivered his first thoroughly socialist address. 
Akin dubbed it "Debs' Great Speech" and published all 
of it, which took up nearly one-third of her newspaper. 
In that June, 1897, issue Akin lectured her audience. 
Don't assume, she warned, that Debs and all other 
socialists wear the same political stripes as the doctri­
naire Socialist Labor party. Her own socialist ideals 
foresaw the ownership of labor and of commodities 
produced, not of the machinery used for production. 
Akin concluded the editorial in an exasperated tone, 
writing: "There is a horrible confusion of mind among 
the people of this country on this question. Men should 
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