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Weekly English Practice
The Origins of May Day  
The bloody history of International 
Workers’ Day 
Before you read the complete article, look at 
this vocabulary and find it in the text: 

martyrdom: to suffer persecution and death for beliefs 
rallies: mass meetings, usually political 
diet of lead: an expression that means ‘to fill people with bullets’ 
strikers: workers who refuse to work  
scabs: workers who break a strike 
pickets: workers who try to persuade other workers to go on strike 

May Day has been a public holiday in the UK and Spain since 1978 but was 
celebrated legally and illegally long before. Its origins lie in the great struggles in 
America by working people for shorter working hours at the end of the 19th century, 
and the martyrdom of union leaders executed 130 years ago. 
The centre of the movement for an eight-hour working day was Chicago, where 
some factories imposed an 18-hour day. An eight-hour law had actually been 
passed by the US congress in 1868. However, over the next 15 years, it was enforced 
only twice. 
In the autumn of 1885, a leading union, the Knights of Labor, announced rallies 
and demonstrations for the following May - on the slogan of "eight hours for work, 
eight hours for rest, eight hours for what we will.” 
On 1 May 1886, the first national general strike in American history took place, with 
500,000 involved in demonstrations across the country. As a direct consequence, 
tens of thousands saw their hours of work substantially reduced - in many cases 
down to an eight-hour day with no loss in pay. 
The employers lost no time in executing their revenge. The New York Sun, as direct 
as its modern British namesake, advocated "a diet of lead for hungry strikers"! 
Two days later, on 3 May, 500 police herded 300 scabs through a picket line at the 
Chicago factory of farm machinery firm International Harvester. When the pickets 
resisted, the police opened fire and several workers died. A protest meeting was 
held in Haymarket Square and a bomb was thrown, probably by a police 'agent 
provocateur.’ 

Police raids rounded up hundreds of union activists 
throughout the country. Eight union leaders were put 
on trial. Seven of them had not been at the 
demonstration and the eighth was the speaker on the 
platform, so none of them could have thrown the 
bomb. On 11 November 1887, four of the union 
leaders were executed. 
International protests followed. Huge meetings were 
addressed in England and Wales by Eleanor Marx, George 
Bernard Shaw, Oscar Wilde and William Morris. 200,000 
people in Chicago lined the streets for the funerals. 
From that day on, 1 May has grown to an international day of 
solidarity among working people. On 1 May 1890, May Day 
demonstrations took place in the United States and most 
countries in Europe.  
Friedrich Engels joined half a million workers in Hyde Park in 
London on 3 May, and reported: "As I write these lines, the 
working class of Europe and America is holding a review of its 
forces; it is mobilised for the first time as one army, under one 
flag, and fighting for one immediate aim: an 8-hour working day.” 
By Dave Nellist (Former Labour MP for Coventry South East) 

“Let’s chat about that!” 
Write your answers in an email and send them to your ECP coach! 

• Do you think "Eight hours for work, eight hours for rest, eight 
hours for what we will.” is a reasonable demand? 

• How many hours should we work a week in the 21st century? 
• Are you surprised that May 1st originated in the USA? 
• Have you ever attended a May Day demonstration and rally? 
• Have you participated in a strike? What about? Did you win? 
• Do strikes and demonstrations achieve anything? Are there 
alternatives? 

• What issues would make you want to demonstrate? 
• Have you attended recent demos about pensions and against 

domestic violence? 
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"The Internationale"  
This song is traditionally sung on May 1st, but what is it about? The 
title arises from the "First International", an alliance of workers which 
held a congress in 1864. The author of the anthem's lyrics, Eugène 
Pottier, attended this congress.  
Pottier wrote the “Internationale” just weeks after the crushing of the 
Paris Commune, in June 1871. Hiding from the authorities, soon to 
be condemned to death in absentia, he wrote it while waiting to flee 
to London.  

Arise ye workers from your slumbers 
Arise ye prisoners of want 
For reason in revolt now thunders 
And at last ends the age of cant. 
Away with all your superstitions 
Servile masses arise, arise 
We’ll change henceforth the old tradition 
And spurn the dust to win the prize. 

Refrain:  
So comrades, come rally 
And the last fight let us face 
The Internationale unites the human race. 

Here is a modern version of the song by Scottish folk singer 
Alistair Hulett. 
https://youtu.be/5DTbashsKic

Coffee 
Saturdays 
Come and socialise in English!

Where?  
Panadería Bertiz 

C/ Francia 23

When? 
The first available Saturday of 

every month from 11:00 to 12:30

Next meeting: 5th May

For more info, send a WhatsApp to: 
Ali: 608 426 492 

John (Cine) 657 731354

Take advantage 
of ECP’s 

LIVE!English 

events 
Come and socialise in English!

When? 
The last Friday of every month  

Next date: 27th April 
COMEDY SPECIAL - 3 classic 

and hilarious comedy episodes 

19:30 to 21:30 - It’s FREE! 
Where? The ECP Hub

 CINEMA  
NIGHTS! 
Come and socialise in English!

Annual Pintxo 

Competition 
Come and socialise (and eat) in English!

When? 18th May 
Where? The ECP Hub

Sing-along on May Day

“iLook, iThink, iSpeak” Express Yourself Better
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