DEATH OF A FACTORY:
LONG ISLAND CITY

The opening up of new markets, foreign or domestic, and the or-
ganizational development from the craft shop and factory to
such concerns as U.S. Steel illustrate the same process of in-
dustrial mutation—if I may use that biological term—that in-
cessantly revolutionizes the economic structure from within, in-
cessantly destroying the old one, incessantly creating a new one.
This process of Creative Destruction is the essential fact about
capitalism. —JOSEPH A. SCHUMPETER,

Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy

“You see, Charlie,” he said, “not so very long ago there used to be
thousands of people working in Mr. Willy Wonka’s factory. Then
one day, all of a sudden, Mr. Wonka had to ask every single one
of them to leave, to go home, never to come back.”

—ROALD DaHL, Charlie and the Chocolate Factory

From time to time during an ordinary workday in my office over-
looking Greenwich Village in New York City, I find myself
hefting a shiny black, all-steel, one-pound-two-and-a-half-ounce
Swingline “747 Classic” stapler. I might be on the phone and
bored, in need of a distracting toy; I might have picked it up be-
cause it was blocking my jar of paper clips, dread competitor of
staples. Occasionally, I will gesture with it to underscore a point
with a subordinate. I sometimes revert to childhood curiosity and
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lift the stapler cap to examine the “magazine” containing the sta-
ples themselves, still pleased after all these years that I can see into
one of the mysteries of everyday mechanical objects. Now and
again (for my secretary frequently does it for me), I stack some pa-
pers or newspaper clippings together, place them under the sta-
pler head, and experience the crunching satisfaction that comes
with binding the ephemera of office life into semipermanent
togetherness.

As promised in the Viking Office Products Discount Buyers
Guide, my Swingline “Classic” has proven durable over the
years—testimony, I suppose, to the quality of design and work-
manship: “MADE TO LAST. Tough, all-steel construction takes
pounding—keeps stapling for years.” I don’t doubt the ad copy,
for I'm reliably informed that my stapler is at least nine years old,
one model removed from the current version of the 747 Classic,
which has a slightly different base. But I suspect that it’s closer to
fifteen years old, roughly the span of my career at Harper’s Maga-
zine. I'm confident I could drop my stapler on a hard floor quite a
few times before it showed any serious wear and tear. Not that it
would be costly or difficult to replace. In December 1998, you
could buy the newer model of the 747 Classic from Viking for
$17.99, $15.99 each for two, and $12.99 each for three.

When I was a child my father had a stainless-steel stapler—I
can’t remember the brand —on his desk at home, for which he al-
ways kept a few boxes of replacement staples. Besides wastefully
punching out the staples for fun, I used to break the strips into
shorter chunks, trying to figure out what held them together.
More than thirty years would elapse before this particular manu-
facturing mystery was revealed to me, late on a midsummer’s
night in 1998, across the East River from Manhattan in a bleak in-
dustrial section of Queens known as Long Island City. It was
well past midnight, and Chris Silvera, the forty-three-year-old
Jamaican-born secretary-treasurer of the International Brother-
hood of Teamsters and Warehousemen Local 808, had ushered
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me past a complaisant night security guard. The guard wasn’t sup-
posed to be letting outsiders—especially journalists—inside
Swingline plant number 2, known as the Leemar Building, at
45-20 Thirty-third Street. Here, down a flight of stairs in the win-
dowless basement, I found the third shift in, so to speak, full
swing. The Swingline plants, as everyone there knew by then,
were on their last legs, the buildings themselves for sale. But the
hum of machinery and the strong smell of warm metal mixed
with industrial solvents and oil belied the impending doom for
this particular manufacturing enterprise. You could almost hear
the factory breathing, along with the thirty or so souls still working
at that late hour. As I descended into the depths of the Leemar
Building, it might have been 1978, or even 1958, for the tech-
niques for making staples and staplers—apart from selected au-
tomation—hadn’t changed all that much since 1950, when Jack
Linsky moved his booming enterprise into brand-new quarters on
Skillman Avenue, a couple of blocks away from Leemar, on the
other side of Queens Boulevard.

On the other hand, the world outside the Leemar Building had
changed a great deal in fifty years and even more rapidly in the
past ten. Indeed, the rate of change in every sector of what
was once sentimentally referred to as the American experiment
seemed to be accelerating by the minute. Many important peo-
ple—mostly politicians, economists, businessmen, and public
relations agents—were saying this was all for the best, that “eco-
nomic forces,” “technological innovation,” “globalization,” “eco-
nomic integration,” “free trade,” “free markets,” and the theory of
“comparative advantage” were creating an unprecedented capi-
talist dynamism that was revolutionizing the entire world. Allud-
ing to the sheer speed of economic movement in 1998, the U.S.
trade representative during the Bush administration, Carla Hills,
had explained to me the difference between American economic
man of the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s, and that of today: “You know,
my father would have thought of joining a company and staying
with it from the time he joined and got married until he retired.
... That’s not true of the generic fellow today. He sort of thinks,
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well, T1l be with a company, and probably he moves on every five
years.” I mean the [average frequency] with which Americans
move their residence has dropped below five years. . . . That is life
in the big old world today, and I think we’d better get used to it if
we want to stay on top.”t

Just then the advertising business was capturing perfectly
Hills’s insouciance about the speedy world of neocapitalism. In a
Fidelity Investments promotion for its Rollover Express invest-
ment retirement account in the March 1999 issue of Forbes mag-
azine, the comedian Don Rickles was depicted with a smiling
“what me worry?” expression beside a theater billboard that—
perhaps with unintended irony—listed Rickles’s tour schedule of
major gambling resorts. Under the photograph, Rickles was
quoted as saying, “With all my job changing, I should consolidate
my retirement savings at Fidelity.”

If the benefits of life in the global fast lane weren’t always im-
mediately obvious—for these exciting and new forces touted by
the free marketeers were throwing everyone at the Leemar Build-
ing out of work—the speeding up of change was “inevitable,” ac-
cording to Hills and her fellow true believers. There was, they
said, no turning back from what Edward Luttwak, a critic of the
latest version of the new economic order, had dubbed “turbo cap-
italism.” At the annual World Economic Forum at Davos in 1999,
the organizers declared that in spite of financial panics in Russia,
Asia, and Brazil brought on by the “volatility of global capital mar-
kets,” nothing could stop the tide of ever-faster-moving money
and goods. Drawing heavily from the standard glossary of eco-
nomic clichés, David Morrison, Davos’s director, wrote that “it
would be impossible to reverse the technological innovation and
integration that has been one of globalization’s key drivers.”

Such overarching, bold, almost messianic economic rhetoric

*In 1983 an American over 25 had spent, on average, 5 years with his or her current
employer; in 1998, the average fell to 4.7 years. Men between the ages of 55 and 64
showed the largest decrease during that period: from 15.3 years in 1983 to 11.2 years
in 1998.

tThe U.S. Census Bureau estimated in 1993 that the average length of residency was
5.2 years.
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had not perhaps been heard since Nikita Khrushchev was first
secretary of the Soviet Communist party. “Whether you [the
capitalist states] like it or not, history is on our side,” the Russian
leader declared in November 1956. “We will bury you.”
Khrushchev and his ideological mentors, Karl Marx and Vladimir
Lenin, were also great believers in forces— “historical” and “class”
forces, especially—and they too viewed their version of progress as
“inevitable.” Such was the confidence and determination of the
Communists, the brazen bluff of their ideas and their anticapital-
ist rhetoric, that even the most virile spokesmen for the bourgeois-
democratic world declined to dispute the absurdly exaggerated
power of the Marxist-Leninist system. As late as September 1986,
three years before the collapse of the Berlin Wall, The Economist,
that great British tribune of Western capitalism and free trade or-
thodoxy, lamented in an editorial on the fate of the tiny, then-
leftist-ruled nation of Nicaragua:

For democrats, the prospect of another communist govern-
ment matters not so much because such regimes are unpleas-
ant as because they seem irreversible . . . after too many
decades of experience the world has yet to see a single com-
munist regime dislodged . . . because the single permitted party
has established a monopoly of control —over the economy, ed-
ucation, culture and communications, as well as ordinary
politics—far tighter than that achieved by any conventional
dictatorship. . . . If a country is sliding into Leninism, more
modest instruments of pressure, like economic sanctions, are
often useless. Military force is frequently the only thing that
can stop it, and the decision has to be made at an early stage:
once a country has crossed the line, it is lost.

But by late July 1998, Khrushchev and his speech were long for-
gotten, the Sandinista government of Nicaragua had been strangled
to death by American economic sanctions and internal democratic
opposition, and “Communism,” not to mention genuine socialism,
were being hurled onto the historical scrap heap like so much toxic
waste in an Environmental Protection Agency Superfund site.
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In its place, a capitalist triumphalism — Marxist-like —was jus-
tifying everything that happened everywhere. We were —so many
of the better newspaper columnists, editorial writers, and opinion
makers implied —witnessing a rosy-fingered dawn in which the
best of all possible worlds was even better than we thought. The
New York Times, in an editorial headlined “America’s Amazing
Economy,” noted that “in the United States, consumers are
spending with abandon and economists continue to be surprised
by how robust the economy is.” Bill Meehan, a market analyst at
a New York brokerage firm, went so far as to paraphrase, appar-
ently without irony, Voltaire’s ridiculous Dr. Pangloss: “There’s a
widespread belief that we're in the best of all possible worlds.”

As I walked into the fluorescentlit habitat of Swingline’s
Leemar Building on July 30, the Dow Jones Industrial Average
was still giddy from a record high of 9,338 on July 17, U.S. unem-
ployment had fallen to 4.5 percent, and the U.S. dollar was the
dominant currency of the world. At the same time, Swingline
Inc., a division of ACCO USA, in turn a subsidiary of Fortune
Brands, was shutting down its two Long Island City plants, laying
off 450 people and moving the operation and all its jobs to No-
gales, just across the U.S. border, in the Mexican state of Sonora.
A few economic apostates were blaming the five-year-old North
American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and its reduction of
tariffs between the United States, Mexico, and Canada for the un-
happy fate of the Swingline workforce. Others were blaming free
trade in general and the policy of the U.S. government of helping
capital find the cheapest labor possible in countries like Mexico.
They warned that a nation that held down wages by exporting
manufacturing jobs—for despite the boom in 1998 median U.S.
weekly earnings were still $12. below their 1979 level of $584.

(inflation adjusted) —was a nation at risk.* For the moment, how-

*The 1997 median annual household income managed to exceed the 1979 high by
$2,085, an increase of $40 a week. This reflects, among other factors such as the steep
rise in dual-income households, the growing number of full-time working women
(and an increase in their wages). In 1979 there were 22.2 million women working full
time; by 1997 there were 37.7 million, an increase of 70 percent. The number of men
working full time increased only 12.5 million, or 30 percent.
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ever, their voices were drowned out by the free-market ultras, who
tended to describe events like the Swingline plant’s closing as the
beneficial result of “market forces” and David Ricardo’s theory of
“comparative advantage,” which holds that a duty-free world
will automatically cause each nation to produce most what it
produces best. The most important official gazette of received
political wisdom, The New York Times, was looking on the
bright side, noting in an article that “while Swingline’s closing
represents another major blow to the old-style heavy manu-
facturing that once dominated Long Island City, the neighbor-
hood has experienced a recent industrial rebound with the
opening and expansion of a number of smaller manufacturers.”
(For some reason, the Times didn’t mention what sort of wages
these smaller companies paid, though it did remark that Swing-
line’s workers were less than inspired by the prospect of starting all
over at the minimum wage.) The Times’s hopeful tone was
echoed by countless tenured university economists and sedentary
editorial writers across the country: Life might be tough for some
unhappy few during the “restructuring” of the U.S. economy, but
in the long run, Mexico’s “gains” would be America’s and Long
Island City’s. Everybody was going to get richer. Always a reliable
parrot of orthodox economic thinking, The Washington Post re-
minded its readers in an editorial published a few weeks after the
removal of the Swingline sign that sat atop the factory: “As a
general principle, increased trade contributes to increased pros-
perity.”

One was tempted to say, in the face of so much expert opinion,
Not so fast! As the MIT economist Paul Krugman, a partisan of
free trade, noted in his 1991 book Geography and Trade,

the tendency of international economists to turn a blind eye to
the fact that countries both occupy and exist in space —a ten-
dency so deeply entrenched that we rarely even realize we are
doing it—has, I would submit, had some serious costs. These
lie not so much in lack of realism—all economic analysis is
more or less unrealistic—as in the exclusion of important is-
sues and, above all, important sources of evidence.
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Indeed, as I toured the Leemar Building, two powerful and non-
quantifiable forces were present that existed outside the bounds of
conventional economic analysis. One was the simple truth that
people were about to lose their jobs through no fault of their own.
The other was a life force named Jack Linsky, then eighteen years
dead, the man who had invented the jobs. I suspect that Krugman
would view this dapper and ingenious salesman as one of the non-
classifiable bits of evidence that can enrich our understanding of
economic theory. For when we talk about economic “forces,” we
should never forget those that are embodied in actual human
beings.

If there was ever a glamour side to the inherently unglamorous
endeavor of manufacturing Swingline staplers, it resided not in
the Leemar Building, where the staples were made, but in the
main plant and headquarters building across Queens Boulevard
at 32-00 Skillman Avenue, where the staplers themselves were
fabricated and assembled. For nearly five decades, the four-story
red-brick edifice was something of a landmark in New York be-
cause of the enormous, jaunty electric sign that, until January 6,
1999, dominated the Skillman side of the building. Measuring
roughly sixty feet high and fifty feet wide, the sheet-metal-and-
steel I-beam structure required six people working three ten-hour
days to pull it down from the factory rooftop. Like the gigantic
Maxwell House coffee cup that once loomed across the Hudson
River in Hoboken, New Jersey, and the still extant Silvercup bak-
ery sign two elevated train stops west in Long Island City, the big
brash Swingline logo possessed the sort of commercial design ca-
chet that occasionally excites the admiration of urban preserva-
tionists and architects. It’s safe to say that since its construction at
the beginning of the 1950s, tens of millions of train passengers
had passed Swingline’s enormous advertisement on the way to
work or home, either from below, on the Long Island Rail Road,
or from above, on the elevated number 7 train that curves by the
southwest corner of the plant on its way from Manhattan to the
Thirty-third Street (Rawson Street) station. Swingline’s public
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image was very hard to miss from the 7 train. On the way to Long
Island City from Manhattan, when you first emerge from the East
River tunnel into the daylight, you begin to gain altitude. The for-
mer Bloomingdale’s department-store warehouse appears on your
right, after which you make a big left turn past the back of the for-
mer Silvercup plant—now converted to an ominous bit of indus-
trial nostalgia called Silvercup Studios, where thirteen film/video
studios have replaced the gigantic commercial bakery that used to
attract schoolchildren on field trips. (How is white bread baked,
sliced, and wrapped anyway? How are staples made?) Another big
turn, this time to the right, brings you to the major junction stop
of Queens Plaza, after which, off to the left, the bulky, electric
Swingline sign announced itself in the distance in vertically ren-
dered and very legible script. At night the red neon lettering could
be seen for miles. Subtlety wasn’t the thing in 1950s signage, but
you couldn’t argue with the effective directness of the message.
Growing out of the words “Swingline Staplers” was a curved
red-and-white arrow carrying the words “Easy Loading,” which
pointed directly at the base of a big gray “747” stapler depicted in
a round frame. The sign seemed to say, Not only won't you have
any trouble putting the staples in a Swingline Stapler, but you
might even have fun doing it.

The actual Swingline logo, which appears on the staplers
themselves, is rather suggestive of fun, almost lovely in the way it
flows. More spread out and horizontal than the factory sign, its
simple but readable cursive lettering sticks in your mind but also
fairly shouts of a self-confident era before graphic design became
the pretentious, grandiose enterprise that it is today. It’s hard
to imagine Swingline presented in the unsentimental sans-serif
block-letter style so popular with the contemporary Fortune 500
set. Nowadays no self-respecting stock tout would bring a new se-
curities offering to market with such an outdated symbol. The
curves are too gentle, too old-fashioned, too insouciant for
the turbo-charged economy of the twenty-first century. As for the
product itself, it’s hopelessly unsexy in an era of high-technology
gods and digital magic. It may not be a coincidence that Jack Lin-
sky started calling his staplers Swingline in 1935, just before the
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release of the movie Swing Time, a glamour vehicle for Fred
Astaire and Ginger Rogers. Had I been writing the company’s ad-
vertising copy in the 1930s, I would have linked the graceful de-
sign of the product with the elegant clothes and seamless routines
of Hollywood'’s first couple of ballroom dancing.

An aesthetic appreciation of the Swingline look and logo is
not so far-fetched if you place it in the context of what David Gel-
ernter (the computer scientist and polymath maimed by the
Unabomber’s antitechnological rage) called “the high-thirties in-
dustrial aesthetic,” the notion that “art made technology beauti-
ful” and “technology made the future beautiful.” No industrial
designer of the era exemplified this spirit better than Raymond
Loewy, with his beautifully contoured Gestetner duplicating ma-
chine and dynamically streamlined steam engine created for the
Pennsylvania Railroad’s Broadway Limited. Loewy didn’t design
my 747 Classic Swingline stapler, but the resemblance to his lo-
comotive masterpiece is unmistakable.

It may also be a coincidence that Jack Linsky, founder of
Swingline, and his wife, Belle, were avid collectors of beauti-
fully designed objects—Renaissance jewelry, eighteenth-century
French furniture, and Rococo porcelain, among other things. So
serious were the Linskys about their hobby that their private col-
lection formed the 3,190-square-foot Jack and Belle Linsky Gal-
leries of the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York. Their
daughter, Lenore Hecht, estimated the value of the collection at
$90 million at the time it was donated in 1982.

Fine art was cheaper in the first four decades after World War
II, of course, but the Linskys made an awful lot of money selling
staplers, accessories, and business forms— “stationery,” they liked
to call it—and they could afford a spectacular art collection, in-
cluding paintings by Rubens, Gerard David, and Boucher. Their
voyage from being poor subjects of the tsar (Jack came from
northern Russia, Belle from Kiev) to owners of two dozen porce-
lain figurines made in the tsar’s imperial factory, must have been
remarkable. To stand in the Linsky Galleries today and gaze upon
their seventeenth-century ewer—a small pitcher of smoky crystal
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covered in a riot of gold and diamonds, made in the Prague work-
shop of Ferdinand Eusebio Miseroni—is to stand in awe of the in-
genuity of American capitalism. Staples into gold.

By some accounts, the Linskys were thrifty to a fault, if not
downright cheap. Howard Pollack, a former partner in the ac-
counting firm of H. T. Schwaeber & Co., who prepared the tax
returns for all the Linsky enterprises in the late 1960s, got a notion
of just how cheap during encounters with Belle in Chicago at
Swingline’s Ace Fastener subsidiary. “I would go to Chicago quar-
terly,” he recalled. “I hated it there because in Chicago generally
it was snowing. And Mrs. Linsky would appear in Chicago in the
middle of the snowstorm. Belle would march in, and I would say
to her, ‘What are you doing here?” and she would say, Tve come
to check the petty cash.” I would ask why. She’d say, ‘You don’t
have to watch the dollars; they take care of themselves. You have
to watch the pennies.” ” Lenore Hecht confirmed that her mother
was the “bookkeeping watchdog” and that her father would hide
behind crates with the intention of catching thieves and slackers
among the employees. In today’s media-political parlance, Linsky
was a “job creator,” but by no accounts was he generous with the
rank-and-file worker. Not that Swingline was a particularly op-
pressive place to work, just that thrift came naturally to a man who
had experienced extreme poverty in his youth. One of seven chil-
dren, Jack Linsky had emigrated to New York from Russia in 1904
in less-than-comfortable circumstances. Linsky’s father, Zus, a
fabric peddler, had arrived earlier with but one of his children in
tow because he couldn’t afford to bring the rest of the family. So
poor were the Linskys, according to Lenore, that they sent one of
their five daughters to live with an aunt.

Jack Linsky evidently hit the streets of New York City’s Lower
East Side running. Employed by a stationery store at the age of
fourteen, he saved money on his delivery route by taking the trol-
ley one way and returning on foot to keep the remaining nickel.
He became a salesman at seventeen, earning, according to his
obituary, the substantial salary (for 1914) of $21 a week. It was
only a matter of time before a go-getter of this caliber would
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launch his own wholesaling business, Jaclin Stationery. As a job-
ber, Linsky imported German-made staplers, but the design left
much to be desired.

“In his business travels, Linsky went to Europe in the 1920s
and came back with an idea for a stapling machine that would
more or less revolutionize the industry,” explained Alan Seff,
Lenore’s ex-husband, who worked for his father-in-law from 1946
to 1960. “It was what we call an open channel. Before, in order to
load a stapling machine, you practically needed a screwdriver and
a hammer to put the staples in. He and his engineers devised a
patented unit where you just opened the top of the machine, and
you’d plunk the staples in. And that was what made his company;
of course he was a great businessman and all that, but the inven-
tion of the open-channel stapling machine was what made the
company a success.”

Nat Klein, who was employed by Swingline in the 1930s, also
said that Linsky’s trip to Europe was the spark for everything that
followed. “Prior to that time,” he recalled, “the only staplers that
were around were machines from Germany or Russia, and they
were very crude. . . . He hired a man who had worked for Ford
Motor Company, and he designed a very modern-looking ma-
chine, and from then on it took off like a big bat out of hell.”

Originally Linsky called his manufacturing company the
Speed Fastener Corporation, which he established in Long Island
City in 1925. Eventually the renamed company, while not quite
synonymous with staplers the way Xerox is with photocopiers,
came to dominate the industry.

“A brilliant, brilliant businessman,” said Alan Seff of Jack Lin-
sky. “His big forte was as a salesman. . . . His wife and a few close
associates used to run the factory. But he could sell anything. . . .
See, besides the stapling machine, they made the staples. And the
main thing in the staple industry was to be able to sell the refills,
just like in the razor blade industry. . . . To make the razor is all
right: you sell it, and you get your money. But the idea is to get re-
fills. So his big ambition was to get these stapling machines out to
all the stationers and then resell them staples.” Along the way,
Linsky expanded the business through the acquisition of Wilson
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Jones, a maker of loose-leaf business forms, and even began man-
ufacturing little rubber “finger tips” to help secretaries and clerks
in the monotonous but exacting task of collating sheets of paper.
But he never stopped pushing the staples. Inside the upper maga-
zine of my 747 Classic, engraved in the steel track on which
the staples slide toward their “outlet” point, is the simple, perma-
nent reminder, “Use Genuine #4-Swingline 100% Round Wire
Staples.”

Linsky sold so well that in London in 1964, Belle could afford
to pay $176,400 for a Louis XVI marquetry commode, at that time
the record price for a single piece of French period furniture sold
at auction. He got so rich selling that Howard Pollack described
their Fifth Avenue apartment as “a museum —they had a lot of it
roped off because it was so valuable. You had to sit in another
room.”

Jack Linsky made so much money that in 1965 he could
endow the Belle and Jack Linsky Pavilion at Beth Israel Hospital
in Manhattan for $1 million. When he finally decided to let go of
his empire in 1970, Jack and Belle’s “stationery” business was pur-
chased by American Brands for $210 million (about $882 million
in 1998 dollars).

As Swingline grew, so did its largely immigrant workforce,
which peaked at about thirteen hundred people in 1980. Nobody
but the Linskys ever got rich from making Swingline stapling
equipment, but for a relatively low-skill, low-wage manufacturing
operation, a lot of employees stayed for quite a long time. Bernard
Nelson, who was married to Linsky’s niece, Doris, and worked as
a manager at Swingline more than thirty years, until 1985, said
that the founders were “very loyal to the employees. We had a lot
of people who were there over fifty years. . . . You could see that
you don't like to drop anybody after that much time.

“They had hard-core people who started out with him in Man-
hattan when it was a small company,” recalled Nelson. “You
know, when I came in a little later [around 1950], the first group
was still there, and from what I could tell they really respected
Linsky. And he was very nice to them financially; if they had prob-
lems, [the owners] would help out.” As for their skills as managers,
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Nelson noted, “Mrs. Linsky took care of the office end of it, and
Mr. Linsky took care of the sales, so it was a good combination—
watching both ends of the business. And they had very loyal peo-
ple who watched with them.” Linsky, recalled Nat Klein, “was
generous, to certain people.”

After the sale, Jack Linsky joined the American Brands board,
staying on as chairman of Swingline until May 1975, when he re-
tired. Nobody who worked in management recalled any dramatic
changes in the way the plant was run after Linsky’s departure, al-
though certainly the absence of the many Linsky family members
who worked there through the years made the atmosphere a little
more impersonal. According to Nelson, the people who worked
for him in the rubber department in the original Long Island City
plant on Northern Boulevard never noticed the change of owner-
ship because they didn’t realize it had taken place; “they didn’t
know; they thought I was the owner.”

But like military history told exclusively by generals, factory
history told exclusively by managers and owners should be viewed
with skepticism. On the shop floor, the quality of life can vary dra-
matically depending on the temperament of your supervisor, your
day-to-day responsibilities, and how much you get paid. Repeti-
tive tasks, whether on an assembly line or at a stamping machine
making stapler parts, can be debilitating for the spirit as well as
the body; how you're treated can make the difference between a
monotonous but reasonably comfortable work life and a miser-
able daily act of servitude. In Linsky’s day, Swingline never had
much of a reputation for labor-management antagonism, but
clearly all was not well after he left. To find out why, I needed to
go a little deeper, and deeper into Swingline is where I went.

Downstairs, in the subbasement of the Leemar Building, in the
predawn hours of August 7, 1998, I encountered a row of ma-
chines that automatically pack strips of staples six at a time into
plastic boxes. Over the steady clanking and grinding of conveyor
belts and metal objects scraping against other metal objects, a
“set-up operator” named Gorica Kostrevski explained to me that
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for twenty-one years, until the installation of the packing machine
in 1994, she filled the boxes with staples by hand, twenty-four
strips of 210 staples each. At one time she also made the boxes
themselves by hand; now automation spared her these monoto-
nous tasks, and her principal responsibility was to prevent broken
“sticks” of staples from entering the machine. With her heavy
Macedonian accent, Kostrevski’s fractured English was still better
than that of a good many Swingline workers, and she described
her job this way: “[One person] make sure both staple strips . . . is
straight . . . no broke, no single . . . two staples, you know?” The
strips of staples must enter the machine joined together two at a
time —one overlapping the other to form a closed rectangle —or
else “they don’t go . . . [the machine] don’t take it. So, I mean, you
have to make sure if it’s okay.” Another person loads the boxes by
hand onto the conveyor belt and then, once they are filled, places
them into a hopper. If the staple strips enter the loader damaged
or separated, or a box gets stuck, “the computer tells you some-
thing . . . you take out the broken staples . . . you clean up the ma-
chine and then start all over.

“Before this machine started, I packed the staples in the [as-
sembly] line,” she continued. “There was no machine; we pack by
hand . . . twelve and twelve [strips].”

I asked Kostrevski what she could do to prevent staple strips
from coming apart; what sort of defect was she looking for? At last
the industrial mystery dating from my childhood was revealed to
me: “I check [if] they have glue,” she said. Glue holds the 210 sta-
ples together, and in another room, vaster by far, I saw the staples
actually being made and glued together. As it happens, the staple-
making endeavor is a continuous and fully automated process in
which the workers feed long strands of metal wire off spools into
machines that bend, cut, glue, and spit out strips of staples. Just
one man appeared to be supervising the rows and rows of staple-
makers, which were soon to be automated even further by a new
machine slated for inauguration in the Mexican plant. This
Italian-made machine improved efficiency by simultaneously
forming 210 wires into staples; the old machine could do only
eight wires at a time. But the word among employees in the
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Leemar Building was that technical difficulties with the “band”
staple-maker, hidden away somewhere in the building, were pre-
serving their jobs for the time being. Until the bugs were worked
out, the Nogales plant would have to wait a little longer to realize

its full “comparative advantage” over Thirty-third Street in Long
Island City.

Gorica Kostrevski seemed surprisingly cheerful at work, seated on
a high chair beside her MGS packaging machine, wearing over-
sized protective glasses, showing me what she did for a living.
Given the unhappy ending awaiting her and her coworkers, I
found the dwindling Swingline cohort—including Frances Feliz,
a “chopper,” operating a machine that cuts spools of staples for
electric staplers and photocopiers not far from Kostrevski—to be
decidedly ungloomy. Part of their seeming good humor may have
been due to the ebullient personality of their union leader, Chris
Silvera; his members genuinely seemed to like him when he
stopped by to say hello and introduce me. In demeanor at least,
there was nothing of the old-style Teamster thug in Silvera’s man-
ner, and his populist political opinions seemed to bear out a sin-
cere concern for his members. Moreover, the shift manager, Tom
Wilson, a mild-mannered U.S.-born black man nearing retire-
ment age—he certainly didn’t look like a screamer—also ap-
peared to be well liked or at least not resented. And as anyone who
has worked the overnight or lobster shift in any job can tell you—
that is, in the neighborhood of Gorica’s 10:30 p.m. to 7 a.m.
schedule —the reversal of night and day, the knowledge that most
of the world is sleeping while you are working, will sometimes
breed a weary, if sourly ironic camaraderie. I've been in well-lit,
prosperous-looking offices where the employees looked a lot more
unhappy than they did in the Leemar Building basement.

This low-key factory bonhomie still struck me as strange, how-
ever. When I was a kid, growing up in a wealthy suburb of
Chicago, people told me, apropos of the relative merits of this or
that job, “Well, it’s better than working in a factory.” In the late
1990s, this offhand notion had been raised to the level of eco-



