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AMERICAN EXPERIENCE Presents Triangle Fire 

 Broadcast Marks 100th Anniversary of the Tragic Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Fire, New York’s Worst Workplace Disaster until 9/11 

Premieres Monday, February 28, 2011

9:00 p.m. - 10:00 p.m. ET on PBS

On March 25th, 1911, a deadly fire broke out in the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory in New York’s Greenwich Village. The blaze ripped through the congested loft as petrified workers -- mostly young immigrant women -- desperately tried to make their way downstairs.  One door was blocked by fire and the other had been locked by the factory owners to prevent theft.  Some workers managed to cram onto the elevator while others ran down an inadequate fire escape which soon pulled away from the masonry and sent them to their deaths. Hundreds of horrified onlookers arrived just in time to see young men and women jumping from the windows, framed by flames. By the time the fire burned itself out, 146 people were dead.  All but 23 of the dead were women and nearly half were teenagers. Triangle Fire, the harrowing story of an event that changed labor laws forever, is directed and produced by Jamila Wignot (Walt Whitman, The Rehnquist Revolution), narrated by Michael Murphy and will premiere on the PBS series AMERICAN EXPERIENCE on Monday, February 28, 2011 at 9:00 PM (check local listings.)

The workers in the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory were among the more than 100,000 New Yorkers who toiled in the city’s garment factories at the time. They came from countries like Italy, Russia, and Poland for America’s promise of a better future and, all around them, they saw the riches promised by the American Dream.  New York was at the peak of its Gilded Age and the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory was just a short stroll from the limestone mansions of millionaires and the elegant shops of the famed Ladies Mile.  Two men who had achieved the dream were the wealthy owners of the thriving Triangle factory, Isaac Harris and Max Blanck, tailors who had arrived from the shtetls of Eastern Europe only twenty years earlier. 

The dream seemed a long way off for the young workers at the factory who worked 14 hour days for two dollars a day.  Less than three years before the deadly fire, New York’s garment workers had begun agitating for shorter hours, better pay, safer shops and unions.  To the horror of Harris and Blanck, the young women of the Triangle factory joined the crusade and called for a strike, becoming leaders in what was then the largest single work stoppage in the city’s history. Within 48 hours, 70 of the smallest factories gave in to their workers’ demands but the Triangle bosses organized other owners and refused to surrender, paying prostitutes and police to beat the strikers. Their terrible treatment brought the women an unexpected ally. Anne Morgan, the daughter of J.P. Morgan, and many of her powerful suffragist friends -- the so-called “mink brigade” -- took up their cause and the press and public began to rally to the plight of the brave young seamstresses.

Realizing they had no choice but to negotiate, the Triangle owners finally agreed to higher wages and shorter hours. But they drew the line at a union.  Back on the job, the Triangle workers still lacked real power to improve the worst conditions of the factory floor: inadequate ventilation, lack of safety precautions and fire drills -- and locked doors. It took the tragedy of the fire and the ensuing public outrage to force government action. The landmark legislation that followed gave New Yorkers the most comprehensive workplace safety laws in the country and became a model for the nation.  

About the Participants

Annelise Orleck is a Professor of History at Dartmouth and the author of Common Sense and a Little Fire: Working Class Women's Activism in the 20th Century U.S.
Richard A. Greenwald is a Professor of History at Drew University and the author of The Triangle Fire, the Protocols of Peace and Industrial Democracy in Progressive Era New York.

Jo Ann E. Argersinger is a professor of history at Southern Illinois University and the author of The Triangle Fire.
David Von Drehle is Editor-at-Large at Time Magazine and author of TRIANGLE: The Fire That Changed America.
Robyn Muncy is an Associate Professor of History at the University of Maryland and the author of Creating a Female Dominion in American Reform, 1890-1935.
Steve Fraser is a historian, writer, and editor. His first book, Labor Will Rule: Sidney Hillman and the Rise of American Labor won the Phillip Taft Prize for the best book in labor history.
Alfred Allan Lewis is the author of Ladies and Not-so-Gentle Women.

Thomas Bender is a Professor of History at New York University.
About the Filmmakers

JAMILA WIGNOT (Director/Producer) is an award-winning documentary director and producer who has made films on subjects ranging from the American outlaw Jesse James, to the poetry of Walt Whitman. Whether her work focuses on significant figures or every-day individuals, she aims to create experiential, visually dynamic films that illuminate the shared experience of our humanity.

If working as a filmmaker were not privilege enough, Wignot has had the great honor of being recognized by her peers and fellow documentary film lovers. In 2009, she was awarded WGBH Educational Foundation's Peter S. McGhee Fellowship, which honors an individual whose work reflects excellence, intelligence, fairness, passion and scholarship. Her 2008 documentary film Walt Whitman, produced for AMERICAN EXPERIENCE, was nominated for a Creative Arts Emmy for Exceptional Merit in Non-fiction Filmmaking. Prior to Walt Whitman, she produced The Rehnquist Revolution. This one-hour film was the fourth episode for Thirteen/WNET’s series, THE SUPREME COURT. Her episode won a 2007 Cine Golden Eagle Award for history and a 2008 NYF Silver Medal for International Television Broadcasting for History and Science. The series was the 2007 IDA Limited Series winner and also garnered a 2008 Silver Gavel Award for Documentary from the American Bar Association. Wignot’s other producing credits include Jesse James and Massie Affair, which also aired on AMERICAN EXPERIENCE. Prior to her work as a producer and director, she worked on other PBS programs including Reconstruction: The Second Civil War and the series RACE: THE POWER OF AN ILLUSION.


MARK SAMELS (Executive Producer) was named to lead PBS’s flagship history series, AMERICAN EXPERIENCE, in 2003 after serving as senior producer since 1997. Produced by WGBH/Boston, AMERICAN EXPERIENCE is television’s most-watched and longest running history series, and the recipient of every major industry award, including the Peabody, Primetime Emmy, Writers Guild and duPont-Columbia Journalism Award. Numerous films for the series have been recognized at major film festivals, including Sundance, and eight have been nominated for Academy Awards®. Prior to joining WGBH, Samels worked as an independent documentary filmmaker, an executive producer for several U.S. public television stations and as a producer for the first co-production between Japanese and American television. A native of Wisconsin, he is a graduate of the University of Wisconsin-Madison.

About AMERICAN EXPERIENCE

Television's most-watched history series, AMERICAN EXPERIENCE has been hailed as "peerless" (Wall Street Journal), "the most consistently enriching program on television" (Chicago Tribune), and "a beacon of intelligence and purpose" (Houston Chronicle). On air and online, the series brings to life the incredible characters and epic stories that have shaped America's past and present. Acclaimed by viewers and critics alike, AMERICAN EXPERIENCE documentaries have been honored with every major broadcast award, including twenty-four Emmy Awards, four duPont-Columbia Awards, and fourteen George Foster Peabody Awards, one most recently for "Two Days in October."
Exclusive corporate funding for AMERICAN EXPERIENCE is provided by Liberty Mutual.  Major funding is provided by the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation, the Corporation for Public Broadcasting and Public Television Viewers.
*   *   *
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