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Learning to Live the Christian Life

John Gates Ramsay sent many letters to his daughter Patricia while she 
was in college at Ohio State University.  They were unusual letters because 
the father treated his young daughter as his colleague in the effort to live a 
Christian life.  Both had been influenced by Moral Re-Armament in seeking 
to change the world.  They sought daily “guidance” during daily  “quiet 
time” asking God to lead them.

	 

Some background:  In 1920 John was 17 and living in Bethlehem, 
Pennsylvania with his parents, one brother age 14, and seven sisters 
(sister Olive had already married and left the nest). John was working to 
help support the family and especially to send his sister Jessie to 
Moravian College.  His father worked for Bethlehem Steel as a foreman.


� 


By 1930, John (age 27) was married to Gertrude (age 25) and Patricia was 
age 2.  John was by now an inspector for Bethlehem Steel.
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The Golden Gate Bridge construction project was carried out by the 
McClintic-Marshall Construction Co., a subsidiary of Bethlehem Steel 
Corporation and John was required to inspect the steel being produced in 
Bethlehem.  He rejected one shipment.  His superior asked him to 
reconsider but John knew that it was not right to use flawed steel in such a 
project and refused.  He was demoted and assigned to work in the open 
hearth furnace. The family lived in a small duplex with a commode, no bath.

� 


During the Great Depression, John worked to organize a union so that 
workers had an opportunity to have some say in their working conditions 
through collective bargaining.  By now he had four children of his own.  He 
was elected President of the Bethlehem Steel Workers Organizing 
Committee.

  
Bethlehem Steel fired John but the United Steelworkers of America hired 
him and supplied him with a paycheck for the rest of his life.  He travelled to  
places where organizing was running into road blocks. John always sought 
ways to find the common ground of a Christian approach in those 
communities.

Here are excerpts from letters in John’s handwriting. They are all from 
John  to Patty because Patty saved his letters—her letters to him have not 
been uncovered.  But, his letters give insights into the difficulties facing 
American workers as they tried to make their lives worthwhile.  They 
demonstrate John’s importance in giving a voice to industrial employees 
during this transition to the Industrial age.  The letters also demonstrate 
how listening to God can (however one interprets God) lead to common 
ground for people in every situation.
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Conditions in the Armco Plant in Ashland, Kentucky required John’s touch.  
He made plans to move his family to Ashland for the duration.  His own 
family was equal in importance to him as his work for union families. He 
did not want his work to separate him from his wife and children.	 


Wed. December 2, 1942; John age 40, Patty age 15: 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ARMCO Steel employed 4,000 workers in Ashland.  John was sent to help unionize the plant.  
While there, the family attended the Presbyterian Church, but Gertrude was shunned at the 
Women’s Club because of John’s union activities—powerful forces were against the workers 
having collective bargaining rights.  ARMCO was on trial in court for their resistance to a union.


Grandma Ramsay visits at Easter in Ashland, 1943:  
l to r: Gertrude, John G, John M, Grandma Jessie, Richard M, Patricia G.  William R. (age 11) likely 
took the photo.
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The Constitution assures the right of citizens to peaceably assemble.  The 
United Steelworkers of America won the election in Ashland and the 
Ramsay family moved to Slippery Rock, Pennsylvania where another 
ARMCO plant in Butler was being organized.  WWII gave more attention to 
the value of industrial workers who produced the machinery of war.

Friday May 7, 1943, John age 40, Patty age15:
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Following success in Butler, John and family relocated to Columbus Ohio, a 
more centralized location with an airport.  John’s expertise in working in 
public relations and with church leadership was made tangible as he set up 
religion and labor fellowship groups in many places.  After a fire in their 
rented house in Columbus, the family spent part of the summer at a Moral 
Re-Armament retreat on Mackinac Island.  Other labor leaders also 
became active in MRA. 
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     Louie Capone, Warner Clark, John Riffe, Bob Hall, John G. Ramsay, and ?., Union men at MRA on Mackinac Island, 1944 
This is not Louis Capone of Murder Inc. who died  in Sing Sing before this photo was taken.
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Friday Oct. 4, 1946, John age 44, Patty age19:
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John had been assigned to the Southern Drive of the C.I.O.  The 
Steelworkers still paid his salary but his work now included community 
relations for all of the C.I.O. industrial unions.  The family had moved to a 
farm twenty miles west of Atlanta.  The wedding refers to the marriage of 
Gertrude’s brother Fritz to Esther Jean in Waynesville, Ohio.
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Wed. Nov. 27, 1946, John age 44, Patty age19:
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Wed. Dec. 4, 1946, John age 44, Patty age19:
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Excerpt of letter of Tuesday January 21, 1947, John wrote to Patty:  “John 
Riffe and I went to Birmingham Sunday night and Mother went with us.  We 
got back Monday night and today I expect to go to Sheffield, Alabama 
where 400 A. F. of L. people beat up our organizers and wrecked the 
office.”  The C. I. O. was inclusive and organized to match industries while 
the A. F. of L. was organized like guilds; both wanted to be the official 
representatives of their members when dealing with the companies.  John 
believed in being inclusive.

Sat. Mar. 1, 1947 (1947 not a leap year!) John age 44, Patty age19: 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Monday July 28,1947, John age 45, Patty age19:
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Wednesday August 13, 1947, John age 45, Patty age19:
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In this letter, John Gates Ramsay gives me, his son, an appropriate title for 
this collection, Learning to Live the Christian Life.  It was Dad’s abiding 
mantra to ask himself, “What would Jesus do?”   I think that these glimpses 
of how he applied his respect for God’s creation on earth will inspire us all 
to love one another as he loved us.   What he learned was timely during the 
industrial age, is also timeless and need to find applications in this 
electronic age!

John Martin Ramsay
St Louis, Missouri
27 July, 2017

From Wikipedia:

In 1921, ARMCO employee John Butler Tytus developed a process for 
producing rolled steel that was much more efficient and used fewer 
workers. The sheet metal was rolled into large coils. The old process 
produced approximately 520 tons of sheet per month, but the new 
process produced forty thousand tons a month. ARMCO experimented 
with this new process at a plant built in Ashland, Kentucky, but soon the 
company used the process at all of its facilities. Its innovations made 
ARMCO one of the most successful companies of its kind in the nation. 
Over time, ARMCO changed its name to Armco Steel Corporation, and 
then in 1978 Armco Steel Corporation became Armco Inc. The 
headquarters for Armco Inc. were located in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania.


And I add:

We must keep in mind that the industrial workers devoted their lives to 
getting the job done!  They deserve to share in successes. 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Patty, Dicky, John Gates Ramsay, Billy, Gertrude Eleanor Ramsay, Johnny.


“Quiet Time” at 48 East Garrison St. Bethlehem, PA, 1939.
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