
Red Menace!
The Center for Sacramento Historv details the Sacramento
Conspiracy Trial of 1935
By william Burg

In 1935, was sacramento a hotbed of Communist conspirators, plotting
the destruction of the American government? Did right-wing organiza-
tions work with business owners to break unions and jail workers for
their beliefs? Prosecutors and defense attorneys debated both of these
positions durinS the 1935 Criminal Syndicalism trial, the subject of a new
exhibit opening December 4th at the Center for Sacramento History.

Communists in Sacramento? the €xhibit after discovering a goup
of photogaphs from the tnal in rhe

ltup, quite a few of them, according archives. "lt was kind of a slow da)r and
to exhibit cuntor Rebecca Crowther I was refiling Sacramento Bee images

.Capitalism and Communism clashed that had been pulled for a researche.
daily in local paperc lof the time]," As I was puttirg the images away, I
she savs. Cro&the! an assistant archi noticed a label that said 'Communist

vist at CSH, was inspired to organize lYial'and I ihought,'l wonderwhat this

is?'l pulled out about sixty of rh€ most
fascinating images that I had se€n in a
long while '

lnlhralled by the images, Crowther dug
deeper into the story discovering a siice
of Sacramento history that few now
recall. working with Head Archivist
Patricja ./ohnson and co-curator lisa
Prince, crowther found many other
documents related to the tial, includ
ing the original Sac PD mug shats of
th€ defendants, 1930s communist lit-
erature cited in the trial, and litelally
thousands of pages of odginal court
files. The story thes€ documents told
\]ras dramatic, complex and often tragic
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Dunng the economic turmoil of the
Deprcssion, goups across the political
spechum sought suppot jn Caljfomia
In the Sacram€nto Valley's agricul
tural brcadbasket, fa.m workers and'carmei 

employees organized as the
Cannery and Agdcultural Wark€rs
Union (CAwlI, and found allies in
the Califomia Communist Party
Fascist groups [k€ the Si]ver Shirts and
Califomia Cavali€rs existed as well
but thelr numbers were small. Local

I govemments and businesses some,
' times drafted the American Legion,

a more mainstream organization, !o
brcak strikes and infilLrate or intimi
date left-wing groups Another main
str€am goup, lhe Associated fa.ders
of Califomia used bolh lobbying and
infiltration to oppose union organiza

In the summer of 1934, a general
strike paralyzed the docks of San
lranc1sco, CAWIU members oppos€d
efforts to recruit strikebr€akers in
the Cenlral Valley and also called for
a Senenl stdke among pickers and
cannerc, just as the fall harves! was
beginning. on July 20, the height of
lhe San Flancisco strike, Sacnmenrc
police chief William Halianan and
Sacramenlo County district attomey
Neil McAllister led a raid on CAW]U
headquarters (at 1529 8th Street)
arresting 24 people. This raid follow-.d
an earlier raid on Communisl Party
headquafters (located ar 912 % 8rh
Slree0, ihat confiscated Communist
books, pamphlets, signs and organi
zai-ron records. Th€ 24 people arrest-
ed in the ]uly 20 Iaid vrere chary€d
with vagrancy and wer€ k€pt jn the
Sacramenlo County dmnk tank for
two weeks 18 of the 24 were soon
charyed wilh crjminal sl,ndicalism.

"Criminal syndicalism' was defned
as any doctnne or precept advocat
ing, teachjng or aiding and abetting
the commission of cdme, sabotage .
or unlawful acts of force and \'lolence
or unlawful meihods of terrorism as
a means of accomplishing a change
in industrial orrnership or control, or

effecting any political change." An ing the trial. including the discovery of
artifact of the first American Red listening holes ddiled into the $alls of
Scare" during Wortd War I this law vas the jury room, rhe case was ovei|um€d
i n r e . a - d r o a . e  " o  " . . o n ,  a , i - C  . e p ' d n o d .  i o .  a r o  r h e  " c c r , e dpublic calls for violent revolt were fre€d. D€spite their acquittal, the

' :  r d d  c  \ l ' a g  ' ' ' r  o r  a b o l
Iury s€l€ction ended on.lannary 2,1935, organizalion in Califomia for years
and the lrial took nearly four months, afterrrard.
making it the longesr-rxnning cnminal
tnal in Califomia history McAllister The seemingly av€rage peopl€ sweptup
made use of the seized Communist in rhe events that culminated in rhis
materials to make his case for the tnal conrinu€ to intrigu€ Crcwther. She
syndicalism charges Many of the pojnts to Sacram€ntan Nonlan Mini, a
Communist political tracts call€d for Sac High graduate, who was a poet and
vjolent r€voit, and McAllister poinled jazz musician before being aresred
oul every detail, reinforc€d by testjmo and rned for subversiv€' activity what
ny from spies who had infiltrated th€ r,,rere the outsjde forc€s that drove him
unions ranks. McAllister argued that and the oth€r defendanrs- and their
the defendants were parr of a much adv€rsaries- to aclionz
larger conspimcy paid for
by the sor,let Union and Red Menace! Opening Reception
conciuded his case wlth the. December 4, 6PM - 7:30PMfieoge ar A regranFe and an
appeat ro rhe juts parrio- Lecture by Dr. Kathryn Olmstead, 7:30pM

Center for Sacramento History
Atlomey Leo callagher rep
resented most of the defen
dants. callagher's resLrme included
r€Plesentation of Mannus van der
Lr.rbbe a Dutch Communist accused
ofsettjngfire to the cerman Reichstag
ln sacramento, Callaghers defens€
denounced McAllister's loud rheto-
nc and criticjzed th€ reslimony of
McAllist€rs witnesses many ofwhom
crumbled upon cross-examina! jon.
He also question€d the validrly of the
law, claiming rhat union membership
and the Communisi Party were both
iegal in california so membership
in eilher group was not in rtself an
acl of cdmjnal syndjcalism Cnminrl
syndicaljsm was a cime based on
beljef nol action, so McAllister had
to prove lhe existence of a conspiracy
callagher argued that no conspira-
cy exisred, and thar the defendants
wanted Justice and fair wages not

Desprte callagher's €fforts lhe tnal
concluded with a guilty verdict for
F ioh r . f  r f  p  dp lpn ; : . r < .

Becaus€ of seious problems concem

551 Sequoia Pacillc Blvd.

'Before going inro this project, I wasnt
ternbly familiar with the hisrory of
the Depressjon, says Crowther "Now
I und€rstand how truly tough jt was
for farm laborers how underpaid they
were how th€y had been prevenf
-"d from unionizing Someone had to
r i oh i  f ^ r  r hF  noh r<  ^ r  r haoa  na^^ l a

to help rhem band together through
srnk€s ro help th€m fight for a decent
w:oF  T t  |  < i  ( ^  h ,nnan .d  i L r r  r La

needed help came from individuals
who identified rhemselves wirh the
Communist Parly

on D€ceinber 4. CsH uiil hald an opening
nlqht rp,cepltan Jcatutinq a presenlatian by
Dr (athrln olnstedd entit)ed "Biood dnd
Sunsh'ne: fdnn Workers, Unions, and the
Grert Sacrdrrento Conspirdcy Trial of'1935;'
Dr Olnstead urill ako sign copi€s of h€r
latest book, Real Enenies. The exhibir runs
thtauqh Moy 2AI0

To ka n nor€ dbort th€ C€nt€rfar Sacrdnerto
H6t0ry uisit tl€ir Web site at h pl/wwu
centerJorsa.rdm€nrohistoryotr 4*
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