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DESCRIBETHE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE
The Eugene V. Debs House is a two-story frame structure that now appears
very much as it did when Debs lived there. Apparently designed and
originally furnished by Katherine Metzel, Debs lifelong companion, the
house contained some nine major rooms, full basement and attic used as a
storage area.
The house has seen numerous changes conducted by the various owners. In
1916, while the property was still owned by Mr. Debs, the original wooden
porch was replaced with the present brick one. After the death of Mrs. Debs,
the property was owned for ten years by Dr. John Shannon. No known
changes took place during this period. Then in 1948 the property was
acquired by the Tau Sigma Alpha Fraternity. The Fraternity immediately
covered the original clapboard siding with wooden shingles. Changes were
also made on the interior. In the basement the original coal bin was
transformed into a bar and the basement into a lounge area, and initiation
room. A shower was installed on the second floor. The attic was used
as one massive bedroom for the total membership. In 1962 the property was
sold to Mr. William Heck a local contractor, who converted the house into
apartments. The original mantels were ripped from the walls and the
hardwood floors covered with asphalttile. Fortunately, the Eugene V.
Debs Foundation, under the direction of Curtis Culver bought the property.
Since acquisition by the Debs foundation much has been done in restoring
the first and second floors. The Foundation, for purposes of security,
placed an apartment in the basement. It is used by the curator of the
museum, presently Mr. Ned Bush. A modern heating and air conditioning
system %at®5 also been installed.
Proceeding from the west entrance, one enters the reception hall. On the
left is the parlor in which is located a beautiful handcarved oak mantel.
Most of the furnishings in the house were not the direct property of Debs
though most are connected with him in some way or another, and most are
of Debs family prevenience. To the east of the parlor is the library in
which are located two beautiful built-in oak bookcases on either side of
another interesting handcarved mantel. In this room is a fine parquet
inlaid cabinet. Built by an inmate at the Federal Prison in Atlanta
while Debs was there, it was the property of the warden and has 34,500
pieces of wood in 6 varieties. To the south of this room is the dining
room. The dining room furniture was a present of Mr. Debs to his brother,
Theodore. At the rear of the house on the first floor is the kitchen and
pantry, the latter of which is converted into a public rest facility. In
the kitchen are located various articles of Debs' parents, imported french
wine jars from his father's store and his mother's pots and pans.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Since the influence of labor leaders constitutes an integral aspect in
the history of American industry, Eugene Victor Debs' career holds an
unusually high place in the Nation's industrial history. It is as the
founder of industrial unionism in this country that Debs required consideration. Whereas his espousal of Socialism accomplished little, his
earlier efforts apropos of industrial unionism remain a landmark in the
overall growth of American commerce and industry.
Eugene V. Debs lived in this house on 8th Street in Terre Haute from
1890 until his death in 1926. In 1875, Debs became a charter member and
secretary of the Vigo Lodge Brotherhood of Locomotive Firemen, and in
1880 was named Grand Secretary of the Brotherhood of Railway Firemen.
The leadership role of Debs in the union struggles of the 1890's is
unquestionable. In August of 1893, Debs was active in the union when it
struck the Great Northern Railway. After 18 days the railway granted the
union's demands. In May of 1894 the famous Pullman strike began. As a
result of his leadership-role. Debs, along with other union leaders, was
jailed in August of that year. Again in 1895 Debs and other ARU leaders
were jailed for contempt of court in connection with the Pullman strike-.
He remained in jail until November 22, 1895.
Although Debs was later a candidate for the presidency and an outspoken
proponent of socialism, landmark status is primarily due to Debs' work in
the organization of: labor unions.
. -

BIOGRAPHY

Terre Haute-, Indiana, was the birthplace and lifelong home of Eugene
Victor Debs. Born ; on November 5, 1855, of parents who had migrated to
America from Alsac4, Debs acquired an early admiration and sympathy for the
laboring class by Reading Voltaire and Victor Hugo. The latter!s novel
Les Miserables, remained Debs' favorite book. He read . and reread it
until his death.
It was fortunate that Debs acquired a taste for reading when quite young,
because he began to work when only fourteen. He worked in a factory, then
as a foreman on a railroad, and then as clerk in a wholesale grocery store
until 1875. The job that he always proudly remembered was his work as a
foreman. And it led to his becoming a railroad union officer.
(Continued)
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From the entrance hall an oak balustrade winds to the second floor. Here
the original three bedrooms and Debs' study are located. The bedrooms have
been named to honor famous personalities. The front, guest, bedroom, above
the parlor is presently called the James Whitcomb Riley Room. Located here
are mementoes of Debs' relationship with the Hoosier poet as well as
campaign memorabilia of Debs' local, State, and national efforts*
East of this room is the former master bedroom, now called the Workmen's
Circle Room which contains various collections of Debs' articles. The
same is true of the John L. Lewis Room at the top of the staircase.
Located at the rear of the second level is the former maid's quarters
which has been furnished with office furniture from the Debs' Terre Haute
office.
Plans call for the development of the attic into a hall for civic use.
On the east side (rear) of the house is a small commemorative garden with
a foundation in the center. The foundation plans to erect bronze plaques
to great labor leaders along the garden wall.
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Debs' charter membership in the Terre Haute unit of the Brotherhood of
Locomotive Firemen dates from 1875. Even though no longer a fireman, he
became the secretary of the lodge. In 1880, he became editor of the
Brotherhood's national magazine and the order's secretary-treasurer.
During the 1880's Debs at first opposed strikes and violence, placing
greater hope in a cooperative approach to employers. His hopes proved
unavailing, however. Furthermore, when he resigned from the union in 1892,
Debs had also decided that craft unions could accomplish very little.
Dissatisfied with the efficacy of craft unions, Debs sought to create an
industrial union for the railroad industry. Instead of having one union
for the firemen, one for the engineers, and so on, and none for the
unskilled workers, Debs wanted to bring all railroad laborers into one
organization. Then, he believed, the working man could negotiate with
the railroad industry.
Debs, acting upon his idea, succeeded, but his success led to failure. He
initiated the organization of the American Railway Union in June 1893. In
April 1894, James J. Hill announced a reduction of wages on the Great Northern
Railroad. Debs' union struck. Eighteen days later Hill gave in. The victorious
union gained national prominence, and by June 1894, the union counted 150,000
members. But before the American Railway Union could consolidate its gains,
it became involved in the Pullman strike. The new union thus proved its loyalty
to the working movement, but speeded its own destruction. Unable to cope with
the adamant opposition of the employers, the application of the Federal injunction, and the arrival of soldiers, the strike finally collapsed. Debs, as a
result of his defiance of the injunctions, was jailed for six months.
Jail proved to be no hardship, and Debs received a mammoth welcome when he
returned to Chicago in November 1895. Over 100,000 people acclaimed him.
The amazing popularity of the labor leader failed to help resuscitate the
American Railway Union, however, and Debs finally ended his career on
June 18, 1897. Before the union disbanded, though, "its spectacular success
publicized and proved the virtues of industrial unionism."!

1.

Ray Ginger, The Bending Cross, (New Brunswick, New Jersey, 1949), p. 181.
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The demise of the American Railway Union came a half year after Debs had
proclaimed his support for socialism. A humane, sympathetic, moral, and
just person, Debs sought comfort and justice for all Americans. Disappointed
and disillusioned by his union work, he could now see no other way to
improve conditions than through socialism.
As a socialist, Debs ran for the presidency in 1900, 1904, 1908, 1912, and
1920. He was a magnetic speaker and his sincerity impressed more than
just the members of his party. Debs also adhered to his convictions.
After America's entry into the First World War, he still spoke out for what
he thought was right. On June 16, 1918 he denounced the arrest of those
accused of sedition. Four days later he was indicted for violating the
Espionage Act and on September 14, 1918, was sentenced to a ten year term.
Thus his last race for the White House in 1920 was made while in jail.
The winner of the 1920 election, Warren G. Harding, pardoned Debs in 1921.
Debs returned to Terre Haute where he lived until his death on October 20,
1922.
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The Eugene V. Debs House is located at 451 North 8th Street. The house sits on
the second lot from the corner. The area around the Debs house has been severely
encroached upon. Across Sycamore Street, Indiana State University has built a
multi-story dormitory complex which now stands vacant due to a decrease in the
student population.
The house sits on lot 39 and fronts on 8th Street. The northern, eastern and
southern sides of the lot are bounded by a parking lot. The boundaries of the
Debs property are indicated on the accompanying plat map labeled the Eugene V.
Debs Grounds. In addition to this lot, the Foundation acquired ten feet of
property on the north side of the lot up to the possible right-of-way for a
widened Sycamore Street. As of the present, no work on the widening of
Sycamore Street has begun.
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