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was admitted to the Pennsylvania Bar in 1894 and 
eventually argued before both his state's supreme 
court and the Supreme Court of the United States. 
Unfortunately, he became convinced that the 
administration of justice was hindered by bias 
and technicalities. He decided to return to politics, 
and having previously 
been soured on third 
party infighting and 
electoral prospects, 
became a member of 
the Central Republican 
Club of Scranton. 
Shortly thereafter, in 
the contentious presi
dential election of 1896 
he advanced his own 
ambitions by avidly 
campaigning for the 
successful Republican 
ticket of William 
McKinley and Garrett 
Hobart. 

him in July 1902. Powderly, however, did not 
go down without a fight. He waged a vigorous 
campaign to exonerate himself before both the 
new president and the nation at large. 

After an investigation, Roosevelt finally 
realized that the accusations were false and rein

stated Powderly 
in 1906, this time 
naming him Special 
Immigration Inspector. 
Now representing 
the Department of 
Commerce and Labor, 
Powderly proceeded to 
investigate the chaos in 
European immigration 
to America. After 
extensive travel on the 
continent, he concluded 
that U.s. Immigration 
agents should be sent 
to Europe to identify 
prospective immi
grants before they left 
their home countries 
and travel with them 
on ships bringing 

As a reward for 
Powderly's support, 
McKinley appointed 
him Commissioner
General of Immigration, 
an important office 
in the Treasury 
Department. After a 

Powderly and Emma Fickenshcher Powderly, his 
long-time secretary and second wife. 

them over. Moreover, 
an effort should be 
made to distribute 

lengthy Senate confirmation battle, Powderly 
assumed his new position in March 1898. From 
the start his reformist tendencies were evident. He 
created a commission to investigate conditions at 
Ellis Island that resulted in nearly a dozen firings 
thereby creating several enemies determined 
on revenge. They did not have long to wait. 
Powderly's benefactor, President McKinley, was 
assassinated in September 1901 to be succeeded 
by the brilliant though bumptious Theodore 
Roosevelt. Powderly's name was effectively 
besmirched before the new president, who fired 

the newcomers more 
evenly throughout the country rather than see 
them congregate in wretched conditions in the 
crowded seaport cities. 

THE PHOTOGRAPHER 

During his years in Washington and following 
his first wife's death in 1901, Powderly became 
an expert and prolific photographer. While the 
over 300 photos of Powderly taken by others 
related to his career as a labor leader and featured 
several labor-related events and personages, his 
own work focused on his later career as a federal 
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official in Washington as well as his numerous 
travels across the country and internationally. 

Many sites and scenes caught his eye. In 
hundreds of pictures he presented fine portraits of 
the capital's many shrines and monuments along 
with the city's historically important buildings 
and churches. He was on hand to record historical 
events including three presidential inaugurations 
and even the great parade of confederate soldiers 
at their reunion in 1917. He apparently was a great 
fan of the Washington Monument, making nearly 
four dozen images of that beloved shrine. 

Several thousand of these images, produced 
from about 1902 to 1921, survived in the form of 
nitrate based and glass negatives and glass lantern 
slides all enhanced by the preservation of his 
meticulous notes identifying persons and subjects 
as well as camera types and shutter speeds. In the 
1970s, with generous financial support from the 
National Endowment for the Humanities, Catholic 
University was able to transfer the unstable and 
highly volatile nitrate images to safety film and 
create reference prints with a card index for access. 
In more recent years over 1200 of the images have 
been digitized and made available online. 

CONCLUSION 

Powderly died in Washington on June 24, 1924. 
Until recently labor historians had dismissed 
him and the Knights of Labor as relics of the 
utopian traditions of the antebellum years. Such 
traditions were unsuited to the economic realities 
of the Gilded Age, especially in comparison to the 
rival American Federation of Labor and its more 
apolitical craft unionism. Powderly, famed leader 
of the Knights, was charged with being sensitive, 
vain, naive, a "pious windbag." 

Recent studies of the Knights, especially by 
Craig Phelan, have transformed this view of the 
organization into that of an authentic working
class organization with a convincing critique 
of industrial capitalism. This has helped make 
the case that Powderly was not a pusillanimous 
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utopian, but a worthy if somewhat flawed hero 
who articulated the progressive vision of the 
working masses in the face of the inhumanity of 
the industrial capitalist system. 

With his reputation restored by historians, 
Powderly began to receive honors such as being 
inducted into the U.s. Department of Labor's 
Hall of Fame in 2000, joining such figures as 
rival Samuel Gompers, friend Mary Harris 
"Mother" Jones, and fellow Pennsylvanian labor 
leader Philip Murray. A fair and comprehensive 
biography encompassing his full career, especially 
his later years, is still awaited. 

William John Shepherd has been an archivist 
for over twenty years at The Catholic University 
of America, home of the papers and photographs of 
Terence Powderly and several other Catholic labor 
leaders. 

Notes on Sources: The author recommends 
Terence V Powderly, The Path I Trod: The 
Autobiography of Terence V. Powderly (1940), 
Henry Brown 's The Catholic Church and the 
Knights of Labor (1949), Craig Phelan's Grand 
Master Workman: Terence Powderly and 
the Knights of Labor (2000), and the websites 
"Forging Bonds of Sympathy: The Catholic Church 
and the Knights of Labor" at http://cuomeka.wrlc. 
orglexhibits#ex10 and Terence Vincent Powderly 
Photographic Prints at http://www.aladinO.wrlc.org/ 
gsdll collectlpowderly Ipowderly. shtm 
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is seen touching the Emancipation Proclamation 
which rests on a plinth that features on its surface 
several patriotic symbols, including George 
Washington's profile and a shield decorated with 
the stars and stripes. The symbolism continued with 
a background containing a cloth-draped whipping 
post. The face of the freedman was that of an actual 
ex-slave, Archer Alexander. Alexander's life story 
was known to many at that time because he was 
the subject of a popular account by the celebrated 
author, William Greenleaf Eliot. 
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