
BOOK  REVIEW                                                    



 2
 
The development of organized labor in the clothing trades is given extended consideration in Triangle, 
especially the role of Clara Lemlich as a leader of Local 25 (from 1906 on) of the International Ladies’ Garment 
Workers Union. Von Drehle considers the failed wildcat strike at the Triangle works in 1908 as well as the 
more extended general strike of 1909. The role of Progressive liberal reformers associated with the Women’s 
Trade Union League and individual women of wealth—Anne Morgan (J.P.’s daughter), and Alva Smith 
Vanderbilt Belmont, who were both ardent suffragists is also well-developed here. 
 
Neither Von Drehle nor Stein leave any doubt about the ultimate responsibility for the Triangle tragedy. 
Insufficient and largely unenforced safety regulations on factories—inadequate fire escapes, lack of sprinkler 
systems, locked doors, no established procedures for building evacuation, and no regular fire drills (in fact, none 
at all)—were clearly the immediate causes of the terrible loss of life at the Triangle factory. The question of 
personal responsibility, therefore, came down to the city building department and the owners—Max Blanck and 
Isaac Harris. Von Drehle leaves little doubt of the culpability of the owners, who followed a fixed policy of 
keeping the Washington Place door (one of only two exits) locked at quitting time, a practice intended to curb 
employee theft. In cross examination during their trial, Harris admitted that the total loss through theft for an 
entire year would not exceed $15, and would probably be less. A damning admission set against the loss of 146 
lives in the fire. Von Drehle also argues that Blanck and Harris had repeatedly had their factory burned (when 
unoccupied) between 1902 and 1911 for the insurance money. 
 
But an astute defense lawyer, Max D. Steuer (the attorney for Tammany Hall), and Judge Thomas C.T. Crain’s 
restrictive instructions to the jury insured an acquittal for Blanck and Harris. Ultimately, public pressure, 
sustained by Progressives, organized labor, and socialists, forced a new generation of the New York Democratic 
Party, led by Alfred E. Smith, majority leader of the state Assembly, and Robert F. Wagner, state Senate leader, 
to establish the Factory Investigating Commission (June 1911) that led to a series of twenty-five bills in 1913 
that totally revamped fire protection in factories and expanded basic protections for female and child labor. 
Under their guidance, and the persistent agitation of Frances Perkins, the state legislature also passed a fifty-
four hour bill in 1913. 
 
Thus, in the wake of the horrors of the Triangle fire, New York state took the lead in developing a progressive 
labor code. In the process, some of the key players became national political figures—Al smith served four 
terms as Governor of New York and  unsuccessfully contested the presidential election of 1928; Robert Wagner 
became a U.S. Senator, a key New Deal supporter, and co-author of the Wagner-Connery Act (the National 
Labor Relations act) that guaranteed collective bargaining, legitimized unions, and created the National Labor 
Relations Board as an arbitrator; and Frances Perkins, who became Secretary of Labor in the Roosevelt 
administration, the first woman to hold a cabinet-level post. 
 
Von Drehle tells a compelling story in Triangle, and the book won the Christopher Book Award (2204) and 
appeared on the New York Times list of notable books (2004). Nevertheless, the book has some serious 
drawbacks. The first is stylistic. Unlike Stein’s account, that reads like fiction, beginning in medias res, 
grabbing the reader by the throat, and rushing pell-mell to the end of the tragedy, Von Drehle’s is a more 
reserved approach, more leisurely and more discursive. At times, as the text moves back and forth from 
conditions in the tenements to Tammany Hall politics, to strike conditions, to society women’s progressive 
reformism, to the specific details of the fire, focus is lost and the intensity of the account suffers.  The book also 
suffers from the reprehensible editorial practice of consigning all notation to the rear of the volume without 
superscript numbers in the text to identify references. As a result, the reader is forced to search out key words in 
the “Notes” and correlate them with the text in order to identify a given source. A method more clearly designed 
to discourage the reader from consulting the notes can scarcely be imagined. 
 
Von Drehle is also at pains to develop his thesis of the central significance of the Triangle fire to the 
development of New Deal liberalism in America. While the impact of the fire on key individuals and on 
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specific legislation to transform the American workplace is undeniable, this argument ignores the 
overwhelming impact of the economic collapse and the sufferings of the Great Depression as a more powerful 
impetus to national reform. 
 
The respective readings of Von Drehle’s and Stein’s books highlight their emotional differences and the 
temperamental basis of the former’s argument about the impact of the Triangle disaster on the transformation of 
modern America. Von Drehle concludes his book with the purchase of Tammany Hall by the ILGU in 1943, 
and argues that the world of  New Deal liberalism is the lasting monument to the Triangle victims. Stein, on the 


