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William Perkins Black: Haymarket Lawyer  

By Herman Kogan 

 

Reprinted from Chicago History (Summer 1976) with permission from Chicago History 

Museum. Copyright © 1976 by the Chicago Historical Society. All rights reserved. 

 

Long before the American Civil Liberties Union was formed, there were lawyers capable of 

sacrificing a lucrative career to defend an unpopular cause. You know of Clarence Darrow—

now we give you William Perkins Black, attorney for the Haymarket anarchists. 

 

In the late spring of 1886, few lawyers in Chicago had as glowing a future as William Perkins 

Black. A Civil War hero who had been awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor when he was 

only nineteen, he was alert, articulate, popular, and a partner in a law firm that numbered among 

its clients many of the city’s burgeoning industrialists and most important businessmen. Then he 

was paid a visit by three men desperate for his services—and his life and career were forever 

altered. 

The three were Dr. Ernst Schmidt, a well-known physician who had once run for mayor 

on the Socialist ticket, and two young attorneys, Sigmund Zeisler and Moses Salomon. They had 

come as members of a legal defense committee organized on behalf of eight men who had been 

charged with involvement in the explosion of a bomb in Haymarket Square on the night of May 

4—a horrific tragedy that climaxed the struggle between the striking workers of the McCormick 

Harvester Works, the company, and the police. The workers—who were striking for the eight-

hour day—had held a mass meeting on May 3. Police fired into the crowd and six strikers were 

killed. The next night, at the square at Randolph and Desplaines streets, some two thousand 

persons gathered to hear speakers denounce the murders. Then a bomb was thrown by an 

unknown person: seven policemen were killed and almost seventy others in the crowd were 

injured. In the aftermath, the city was gripped by hysterical fear of the strikers and their leaders, 

some of whom were self-acknowledged anarchists. 

Police Capt. Michael J. Schaack, a zealous foe of agitators and unionists, ordered a 

roundup of anarchists, both acknowledged and suspected, of radicals of every hue, and even of 

laborites who were opposed to anarchism but who had campaigned for nearly a decade for such 

daring improvements as the eight-hour day and sanitary factory conditions. Many innocent 

Chicagoans were taken from their homes without warrants and held without bail, and for days 

the station-house cells were jammed, some with women and children. Ultimately, eight men 

were held without bail for the Criminal Court grand jury. And on May 27, the eight—Albert R. 

Parsons, a Confederate army veteran, writer, and leader in the Central Labor Union, an 

aggregation of left-wing unions; August Spies, a fiery editor of a German workers’ newspaper, 

the Arbeiter Zeitung; British-born Samuel Fielden, an avowed anarchist who had been speaking 

when the fatal bomb burst; Adolph Fischer, a printer; George Engel, a toymaker; Louis Lingg, a 

carpenter; Oscar W. Neebe, a beer-wagon driver; and Michael Schwab, an editorial assistant on 

the Arbeiter Zeitung—were indicted as accessories to the murder of policeman Mathias J. Degan, 

for murder by pistol shots, and for general conspiracy to murder. 

The prevailing atmosphere was incredibly tense. Day after day, the accused were 

condemned in the nation’s newspapers. The New York Times called for “death for the cowardly 




