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      Why Backstamp?
    

    
      In postal history, a backstamp is a marking placed on the reverse of a piece of mail that can show where it arrived or passed while in transit. The Smithsonian National Postal Museum explains that markings such as backstamps and transit marks testify to a piece of mail's routing and allow us to retrace how it moved from point A to point B. That is the idea behind this segment; turn the piece over, read the marks left by the journey, and use them to understand how the present got here. The Backstamp will use postal and labor history the same way, tracing the stops, conflicts, victories, and detours that still shape the craft today.
      
        [1]
      
    

    
      Executive Summary
    

    
      Labor Day began as a labor movement holiday, not as a generic end of summer weekend. The first Labor Day celebration took place in New York City on September 5, 1882, under the direction of the Central Labor Union; the U.S. Department of Labor notes that the historical credit for proposing the holiday is disputed between Peter J. McGuire and Matthew Maguire, but both claims emerge from organized labor.
      
        [2]
      
       Congress made the first Monday in September a legal federal holiday in 1894, in the same year that the Pullman Strike and the federal response to it made labor conflict a national political crisis.
      
        [3]
      
       The holiday therefore sits at the intersection of celebration and struggle; it recognizes workers, but it also reflects the pressure workers created when they organized collectively.
    

    
      For letter carriers, the connection is unusually direct. Before NALC existed, carriers routinely worked 10 to 12 hour days, seven days a week, and their successful campaign for legal recognition of an eight hour workday in 1888 helped demonstrate the value of national organization.
      
        [4]
      
       Sixty letter carriers met in Milwaukee on August 29, 1889, in a meeting room above Schaeffer's Saloon; the next day they formally established the National Association of Letter Carriers.
      
        [5]
      
       The union's later history includes the national postal strike of 1970, direct election of national officers beginning in 1972, and Hatch Act reform in 1993 that expanded political rights for active carriers.
      
        [6]
      
       Labor Day is therefore not separate from NALC history; it is a useful lens through which to understand it.
    

    
      Labor Day Was a Labor Movement Holiday 
    

    
      Before It Was a Federal Holiday
    

    
      The first Labor Day parade was held on Tuesday, September 5, 1882, in New York City. Contemporary accounts gathered by the Department of Labor describe a shaky start that eventually turned into a procession of thousands of workers and a large post parade gathering with speeches, cigars, and plenty of lager beer.
      
        [7]
      
       That detail is more than colorful trivia. Labor Day began as a public demonstration of worker solidarity; unions were not merely asking for private recognition from employers, they were showing the city that working people had numbers, organizations, culture, and power of their own.
    

    
      The founder question remains unresolved. Peter J. McGuire, a carpenter and later AFL leader, was long credited with proposing a general holiday for laboring people; later historical work strengthened the claim of machinist and Central Labor Union secretary Matthew Maguire.
      
        [8]
      
       For this project, the dispute is less important than the common denominator. Labor Day came from workers and labor organizations. The Department of Labor records that Oregon became the first state to recognize the holiday in law in 1887 and that, by 1894, many other states had followed before Congress established the federal holiday.
      
        [9]
      
    

    
      The timing of the federal law matters. The Pullman Strike began in 1894 as a dispute involving workers whose wages had been cut while company controlled living costs remained high; the strike expanded when the American Railway Union supported the workers through a boycott of Pullman cars. Federal intervention and violence turned it into one of the defining labor conflicts of the Gilded Age.
      
        [10]
      
       Congress made Labor Day a federal holiday that June. It would be too simple to describe the holiday as a direct payment for the strike, but it is equally misleading to strip the law from the class conflict surrounding its passage. The country was confronting what happened when workers could no longer absorb worsening conditions quietly.
    

    
      The NALC Connection: 
    

    
      The Eight Hour Day, a Saloon, and a National Union
    

    
      NALC's own origin story fits naturally beside Labor Day. Free city delivery began in 1863; in the following decades, carriers commonly worked 10 to 12 hours a day, seven days a week. Their fight for legal recognition of an eight hour workday succeeded in 1888, and NALC's official history identifies that victory as proof of what carriers could accomplish by organizing beyond individual cities.
      
        [11]
      
       One year later, Milwaukee carriers called a national meeting to coincide with a Civil War veterans' reunion, partly because reduced railroad fares made national attendance more practical.
    

    
      On August 29, 1889, 60 carriers met above Schaeffer's Saloon in Milwaukee; on August 30 they created NALC.
      
        [12]
      
       There is something almost perfect about that beginning. The modern union did not start in a marble headquarters with a communications department and a strategic plan. It started with working letter carriers who were tired enough of the existing system to travel, meet, compare problems, and build something national. The saloon detail gives the story personality, but the real point is organization; carriers had already learned that a right won in one city could be lost or ignored if workers remained isolated.
    

    
      1970: When Letter Carriers Stopped Asking Nicely
    

    
      NALC history returned to that same basic lesson in March 1970. Letter carriers in New York walked out over poverty level wages, and the work stoppage spread to other postal workers and cities; NALC's official history says nearly a quarter million postal workers ultimately participated.
      
        [13]
      
       The strike was illegal, but the underlying system had left postal workers dependent on Congress for meaningful wage legislation while the cost of living continued to rise. The strike demonstrated the difference between having a grievance and having enough collective power to force the country to address it.
    

    
      The aftermath produced the Postal Reorganization Act of 1970 and collective bargaining authority for NALC in the newly created United States Postal Service.
      
        [14]
      
       That did not end conflict between carriers and management, nor did it transform collective bargaining into charity from the employer. It changed the structure through which conflict would be handled. Today's National Agreement, grievance procedure, arbitration system, and bargaining process exist in a world reshaped by workers who were willing to take enormous personal risk rather than accept the existing arrangement as permanent.
    

    
      Labor Democracy: Direct Elections and Political Rights
    

    
      Labor democracy is another part of the connection. NALC's historical timeline records that members gained the power to elect national officers directly in 1972.
      
        [15]
      
       That matters in 2026 because the national election is not ceremonial. The September/October Postal Record states that ballots are scheduled to be mailed on or about September 28 to eligible members; replacement requests have an October 9 deadline, and completed ballots must be received by noon Eastern on October 19.
      
        [16]
      
       A union that bargains in the name of its members has to be answerable to those members, and elections are one of the mechanisms by which that answerability is tested.
    

    
      Letter carriers also fought for broader political rights. NALC's history marks Hatch Act reform in 1993 as an expansion of political rights for carriers and other federal employees; NALC's current guidance explains that active carriers may participate in many forms of partisan political activity while off the clock, out of uniform, away from the workplace, and otherwise within the law's restrictions.
      
        [17]
      
       The history matters because political participation by postal workers was once far more restricted. The ability to campaign, organize, speak, and vote as citizens did not arrive automatically simply because postal workers were citizens.
    

    
      The 2026 Voting Moment
    

    
      The 2026 calendar places union democracy and public elections unusually close together. NALC ballots begin moving near the end of September and are due in October; the regularly scheduled federal general election is Tuesday, November 3, 2026.
      
        [18]
      
       These are different elections with different rules, but the basic democratic question is similar. Members and citizens have to decide whether they will exercise the rights available to them or allow smaller groups of highly motivated people to make decisions for everyone else.
    

    
      Voting should not be romanticized as the only form of power available to workers. A ballot cannot replace workplace organization, contract enforcement, mutual aid, direct action, education, public pressure, or solidarity. The labor movement itself has long treated voting as one part of a broader civic and organizational life; the AFL-CIO Constitution explicitly connects worker participation with registration, voting, citizenship, and independence of the labor movement from political control.
      
        [19]
      
       The useful message is therefore neither "voting fixes everything" nor "voting is meaningless." It is one tool among several, and workers have historically been strongest when they use every legitimate tool available rather than voluntarily surrendering one of them.
    

    
      Commentary: Barbecue, Football, and Historical Amnesia
    

    
      Labor Day now competes with several powerful American traditions; grilling meat, buying things on sale, squeezing in one last trip, and discussing football as if the fate of civilization depends on the depth chart. There is nothing wrong with that. The Patriots and Raiders can ruin a perfectly good Sunday just as effectively in September as they can in December, and sports are part of how working people relax, argue, bond, and waste several hours pretending we are qualified offensive coordinators. The problem is not that Labor Day became enjoyable. The problem is that enjoyment can become amnesia.
    

    
      A holiday created by organized labor can easily become a day when almost nobody talks about organized labor. That is a remarkable cultural trick. We can remember a quarterback's completion percentage, a fantasy football waiver claim, or which store has a sale, yet forget that the eight hour day, collective bargaining, overtime protections, safety rules, and political rights were all fought over. An old sailor knows that a polished deck tells you very little about whether the ship is taking on water below. Labor Day can look clean and comfortable on the surface while the history that built it disappears underneath.
    

    
      The best use of the holiday is not guilt. Working people do not need another lecture telling them they are relaxing incorrectly. The better use is memory; enjoy the day, then remember who created it and why. Labor history is not a museum exhibit. It is an argument across generations about whether working people are merely expected to endure whatever system is handed to them or whether they are entitled to organize, challenge it, and help decide what comes next.
    

    
      Conclusion: Labor Day Is a Memory Test
    

    
      Labor Day is both a celebration and a warning. It celebrates the social and economic contribution of workers, but its history also warns how quickly hard won rights can be detached from the struggles that produced them. For letter carriers, the line from the eight hour fight to the founding of NALC, the 1970 strike, collective bargaining, union elections, and expanded political rights is unusually clear. That is the point of Backstamp; turn the piece over, read the marks the journey left behind, and use them to understand how the present arrived.
    

    
      That history does not demand loyalty to a party, slate, officer, or ideology. It demands attention. Read the record; ask what people actually did; learn what rights exist; use them; defend them; and do not assume somebody else will preserve them on your behalf. Labor Day exists because workers before us organized enough power to make themselves difficult to ignore. The most respectful way to remember them is not simply to thank them; it is to remain difficult to ignore. 
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