AUGUSTUS POLLACK (1830-1906) Nomination. By Sean Duffy

[slide 1-Pollack portrait] According to the Wheeling Register, when a 1906 memorial parade was held in Wheeling for businessman Augustus Pollack, 10,000 workers (mostly union members) attended.

Think about that for a moment…

Ten Thousand workers filled the streets of Wheeling to celebrate the life of a business owner – even as violent strikes were occurring from Pittsburgh down to the coalfields of southern West Virginia.

Moreover, when Mr. Pollack died, the Garfield Assembly of the International Stogie Makers Union held a special meeting at which they unanimously resolved to attend the funeral in a body, and the Ohio Valley Trades and Labor Assembly called a special meeting to arrange for the attendance of every member of all of their local unions, at Mr. Pollack’s funeral—an unprecedented act.

Even the pallbearers were chosen from among Pollack’s employees.

But that was not the end of this highly unusual tribute.

[slide 2-Pollack monument at old city bidg] The local Unions collected donations from their membership to erect a large monument in Pollack’s honor. Depicting a handshake between employee and employer, the monument was placed in a prominent position on the grounds of Wheeling’s city building. 

[slide 3 Pollack monument near Ft. Henry] It was later moved to its current home on Main Street near the Fort Henry Bridge on-ramp. You’ve probably driven by it thousands of times. 

[slide 4-Pollack monument closeup] The inscription reads: "Erected by Trade Union Members of United States in Memory of Augustus Pollack Whose Business Life and Actions Were Always in Sympathy with Organized Labor."

The Pollack monument is thought to be the only memorial ever built by labor in honor of a business owner. 

But how did this come to be? How and why, in the same era of historic greed and excess dubbed “the Gilded Age” when many business tycoons were hated and derisively dismissed as “Robber Barons,” did a successful entrepreneur, the founder and owner of Crown Stogies – a large, profitable, cigar manufacturing company – earn so much love and respect, not just from his own employees, but from huge numbers of regional, union workers? Remember, these were some the same people who organized to reject a free Carnegie Library for Wheeling because of the violence of the 1892 Homestead strike in Pittsburgh.

Why did these same people so revere Mr. Pollack?

The answer is quite simple: he listened to them. He respected them. He treated them honorably. And they loved him for it.

[slide 5-panoramic of Pollack employees] Augustus Pollack possessed and demonstrated an ironclad work ethic: He worked 16-hour days and his lifelong philosophy was “Work wins.” Yet he never asked or expected more of his employees than he did of himself. 

He paid them well for the period, and maintained an open door policy regarding employee concerns over work conditions, hours, and wages. And his progressive policies influenced other local stogie manufacturers.

When he retired, Mr. Pollack refused to sell his factories to buyers who would not recognize the union and honor the pact Pollack had made with his employees regarding their labor concerns. In his will, he provided for the health and education of his employees.  He also bequeathed to Linsly Institute a scholarship fund for students “descended from the industrial population and commended by the Superintendent of the Wheeling School District and the Ohio Valley Labor & Trade Assembly.”
[slide 6-return to Pollack portrait] Augustus Pollack was a Jewish German immigrant, who came to the United States at age 18 and moved to Wheeling in 1860.

A devoted Unionist during the Civil War, Pollack helped establish a German American volunteer company. He established a German language newspaper, “The Patriot,” and served as president of both the German Bank and German Fire Insurance Companies. He was named honorary president of the 1885 Saengerfest (singing festival) and, in 1870, helped raise money for the widows and orphans of German soldiers killed in war. Pollack served as director of the Linsly Institute and on the board of Wheeling Library Association (precursor to the Ohio County Public Library, and was a generous patron of the arts, particularly classical music. Despite his numerous accomplishments, he remained by all accounts, a humble and approachable man.

Augustus Pollack died on April 23, 1906 and was buried at Greenwood Cemetery.


ON BEHALF OF THE BOARD OF DIRECTORS, I OFFICIALLY INDUCT AUGUSTUS POLLACK INTO THE WHEELING HALL OF FAME IN THE CATEGORY OF BUSINESS, INDUSTRY AND PROFESSIONS.  

ACCEPTING THE AWARD IS MR. FRANK ELLIS, PRESIDENT, OHIO VALLEY TRADES AND LABOR ASSEMBLY.  
