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in the Land of Tom Sawyer, by Gregg Andrews 


In City of Dust Gregg Andrews provides a social history of Ilasco, Missouri, a rural company town which rose and fell with the Atlas Portland Cement Company over the course of the twentieth century.  It operates on two levels.  First and foremost, this book extends from the author’s early experiences in Ilasco and from his desire to offer an alternative to the middle-class business version of his hometown.  On another level, it fits into the larger context of early twentieth century (rural) industrial society.  Class tensions, company paternalism, and the interests of businesses to thwart unionization and to maintain order all figure into this account.  “Ilasco,” writes Andrews, “is a symbol of the broader political defeat of the American working class in the twentieth century” (p. 322).  Though he makes good use of newspapers, court documents, company records, and oral histories to build his case, the author comes no closer to constructing a thesis than this.  

Atlas established itself in 1901 in Ralls County, Missouri, south of Hannibal.  Its recruitment of labor from the eastern U.S. and from abroad—largely from southern and eastern Europe—resulted in a unique cultural mix near the plant.  Andrews demonstrates ways in which the residents of Ilasco coped with poverty and with the company’s efforts to control and exploit them.  Hannibal’s middle class and the local press reinforced the image of Ilasco’s immigrant workers as hard-drinking and volatile.  In accordance with factory regimentation and efficiency, explains Andrews, Atlas sought to curb the use of alcohol.  Company officials initially had no control over the town site, but they lobbied against the construction of new saloons and maintained “close ties” with a business which attempted to monopolize liquor sales in Ilasco.  Later, Atlas supported prohibition campaigns, which eventually turned Ralls County dry.  During World War I, Atlas reinforced prohibition by linking it with patriotism.  Although direct links between Atlas officials and prohibition policies fail to materialize, Andrews demonstrates that the company had interests in controlling Ilasco’s drinking culture.  


Atlas’ apprehension about saloons went deeper than its desire for labor efficiency; saloons served as centers of labor activity.  Long hours and low pay, as well as serious injuries at every stage of cement production warranted labor organization.  However, beyond the saloon issue, several factors worked against effective worker mobilization.  Labor laws which addressed industrial accidents applied only to towns larger than 10,000.  Nor did support come from the local middle class or press; newspapers failed to link working conditions in Ilasco with undesirable worker behavior.  Also, Atlas adhered to the widely accepted doctrine of assumed risk; and it appealed all lawsuits it lost.  Finally, Atlas encouraged its employees to rely on the company rather than on formal legal action for injury compensation.  


Despite only modest union activity, Atlas workers struck several times during the company’s first decade.  In a 1910 strike, more than a thousand workers withheld their labor.  The state deployed militia and National Guard troops and dispatched strike breakers to the plant, and Atlas exploited ethnic divisions among Ilasco workers to quell the strike.  For Andrews, the 1910 strike exposed class conflict and Atlas’ inability to contain it without force.  

Consequently, after 1910, company officials sought to control its workers through local cultural institutions.  Between 1910 and 1925, the company took on a broad civic role by accumulating property and facilitating the construction and maintenance of schools and churches.  Andrews places Atlas’ relationship with schools in the context of state and national education reforms intended to instill “industrial values” in children.  He writes that evidence suggests “substantial” company influence over the school district. However, the examples he provides (e.g., that a school board superintendent who worked as manager of the company barn “probably” served as Atlas’ “point man in shaping school district policies” (p. 136)) consist largely of speculation about the company’s role in local schools.  

Periodic facility reorganization decreased community stability and exacerbated the effects of poverty.  Just before the Depression, Atlas merged with U.S. Steel’s Universal Portland Cement Company.  While conditions for workers worsened nationwide, conditions in Depression-era Ilasco were particularly bleak.  Price wars in the cement industry drove up already high unemployment as productivity decreased.  
Substantial unionization did not occur in Ilasco until 1943; when it developed, it operated along a conservative bread-and-butter agenda.  The author attributes this to Atlas’ exploitation of labor after 1910, middle class concerns about Americanizing immigrant children, and cultural conditions, such as heavy drinking and ethnic divisions.  The combination ultimately prevented the development of class consciousness among Ilasco’s laborers and thus suppressed labor militancy.    



After World War II, Universal Atlas and Hannibal business leaders colluded to dissolve Ilasco in order to accommodate the Great River Road Project.  They aimed to build a tourist industry in Hannibal based on the image of native son Mark Twain.  Andrews soundly routs this paradoxical commercialism, noting that Twain harshly criticized American capitalism.      

Gradually, Ilasco shut down.  Churches and schools closed.  Landowners sold.  The workforce dwindled as Universal Atlas automated its facilities in Hannibal and phased out some of its operations in Ilasco.  Construction of the new highway further uprooted Ilasco residents. 


Despite his occasional use of speculation to reinforce arguments, and despite the lack of a strong, connective thread throughout the book, Andrews has delivered an impressive work.  It places on the map of twentieth century industrial America an alternative perspective on local labor relations.  At the same time, City of Dust vividly illustrates the propensity of commercial industries to impact individual and community identities.
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