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CHAPTER IX

TYPE STORIES OF WOREERS

The serious side of the effort to get better work-

ing oonditions 48 told in the following sccounta, written by

young women operatives, aged from twenty to thirty. They

were asked to tell where they had worked and at what Jobe.

Bo. 1 My Rork

. My father, who was sn overseer on s bhig famm,
died when I was sbout two and a helf years old,
leaving me and five other children, three of whom
were afflicted, to be cared for by an ammt, my
mother's sister. My mother had died about & year
before and herxr dying regquest was, that my sunt
kesp us together if she could.

My aunt was not married and so ghe could not
meke & 1living on the faxrm. 3She was forced to move
to town where she gould find work of some kind in
the mill. The oldest ohild, a girl, was pot quite
twelve, but went to work in the factory with my
aunt. When she took oharge of us she had $5.00 in
money and & emall farm which consisted of only a
fow acres. o .

The town wafnoved to ;aahw-—---, N. 2. and the
good people wanting to help her, wanted to adopt me,
and ny oldest sister and the third oldest child which
was a boy, and leave her with the other three. (I
might sey here that two of the ohildren, a2 girl and
e boy had bad eyes. So bad that later they attended
the Institute for the Blind at Raleigh. The other
.girl was paralyzed in her whole right side, belng
left in this condition from a spesm when a beby. She
has never been able to earn her living.) My sunt
wounld not consent to separate us, 80 one good brother
a member of the same order, or lodge, whi%h my father
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belongad to, thought he would have me anywey. He
geme. $to our Heme from ' my grandmother’s burisl, which
was two months after my father died, and begged for
me to go home with them and spend the night., Finally,
mny aunt consented, with the umderstanding that he was
to bring me back the next day. The next day was rainy,
and my pscple waidted till night for him, them decided
~that he would oome the next day. The next day went by
and he 4i1d not show up. That night my aunt hired a
"horse and buggy and went after me. (The man lived
about nine miles from town.) When she arrived, she
wag informed that they were going to keep me. That
they had as much right to me as she had, that she had
‘not been appointed a gusrdian by law, and if she got
me it would "be by the -end of the law".

This with the other trouble my aunt had jJust had,
almost killed her. But ehe held up under it and pro-
ceedod by the law to get me. 3She was sbout three
months getting me and she had to sell her land to pay
lawyers. She acouldn't even get the money from the
lodge to which my father dbelonged, until I was twenty-
one . '

She worked there in W-----in the shirt factory
from 12 to 14 hours a 4ay for fifiy ocente a day, doing
her washing, sorudbbing, and everything else at night.
The only dependence she had was the oldest girl, now
about twelve. I

~ She got a widowed sister of hers to come and stay
with us children till she could go elsewhare and find
work that she ocould make a living at. She went to T-~-~,
H. C., and got work in the hosiery mill. As soon as
she oould she sent for us. We got along better thers.
But we had a hard time. We lived sbout & mile and a
' hal? from the factory, and she had toc work twelve houre
s day. ILater we moved nearer the mill and another one
of the children was old enough to help work. (The two
blind children were in Ralelgh now.) We.-lived there
till I was eleven years o0ld, then we moved to D----,

I went to work soon after we game hsre, before I was
twelve. The kind of people I had always been used to,
went to work as soon as they were of sge, I mesn as
goon 88 the law would allow them to, and naturaily I
thought 1% 2 fine thing to be able to make money. I
wodked in the surmer and went to school in the winter
$113 I finished the sixth grade, then I had to go to
work regular. By this time I reslized what it meant

to have an edncation, but I had fto continue werking.
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The first work 2 di4 was Sopping in a hosiery mill.
Thay pald me $1.89 s week to learn. In three weeks I
was put on piece work and-the first sy, I remember, I
‘mode nine cente. I was pafd what-I made the $1.89

the first week I was on pisce work, then easch week
twenty-five cents was deduoted antil the £1.89 was made
up» By this time I was making ebout that much. It
was & horrible place as I look bask at it now. e work-
ed sleven hours & 4ay, the stools we sat on had high
snall tope with no backs, and everybody. that used snuff
snd tobscco (and nearly everybody &id) had to spit on
the flooxr, for there was nowhere else to spit. lLater,
I romember, when the Eeslth Department made them put
spittoons in, negro men took tools like shovels and
gorapped the snuff up fxom the floor. Only those who
saw it can imegine whaet it looked 1like. 1In topping,
one has to keep up with the mitter, and if you let a
machine wait, of gourse he loses ag well as you. I have
sat half days at & time withont even getiing off my
stool for water or anything, in oxder to keepmy @ .
machines from woiting. The tollet was not large enoungh
for the number of folks who had to use it, and often
when the toppers would go in thers would be so many
waliting ahead of them, that they wonld have to go back
ari@ then maybe not ocatch up with their work any more
t111 stopping timse.

I kept this up for about three and one-half years.

I had never worked in any place hefore, but I becams
disaatisfied end longed many times to be sble to do
something else besides work in a fasctory. 1 thought
they were 8ll slike. I often wondered how anyons could
be content, ss some ssemed to de, 0 keep on working
like that. I got 80 I conld make ahout as much es any
02 the others (adout §3.00 a week)}. BPut I hated to hear -
the whistle blow to go to work, and the only glad- '
moment of the day was whem it blew to go home. I be- .
gan to ask othar girls in other pleces ahout their work
snd found that conditions were not 80 bad in other places.
I got a Job in & bhag faotory. Here I operated a
maghine, and I really enjoyed my work. We worked
"~ @leyen hours, but I had & chair to sit in (low enough
.. 80 my feet could touch the floox) and 1f I wanted to

work herd I could, snd if * felt bad I didn’'t have to
work hard. I went for watér when I wished and had no
ons rushing me. I began making over four dollzrs a
week, snd soon I was making from eight %o ten. The
sanitary conditions wore much bhettexr. I worked there
several years, and when there came s ghortage in work
which lasted peversl monthe, I went {0 work in enother
hosiery mill, this tims operating s sBeeming machine.
I 1liked that a8 weel as I had making bags. I 1iked it
gc¢ well that I have continusd ssaming t1l1l now.
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All during these years there was a longing to go
back t¢ echeol dut It was Impossibvle for me to go..
I 414, however, attand night school some, which helped,
and later I was sccepted for two terms at Bryn Mawr
Summey Sohool., This was & wonderful experience and 4igd
me moye good than I could even imegine before. It made
things pospible for me which seemed impossible before.
How at the age of 27 I am back in high school, and I &
hope to finish next year. Then 1 don't know what I will
do, but I hope to 40 someihing for industrisl workers
which will help them hsve & more abundent 1ife.(1)

0.2 Ny Work

I went to work In a hoeiery mill at the age of
twelve, there were children even younger than I was
working in the seme mill. Child labor laws were un-
heard of things. We went to work at 6:30 in the morn-
ing, had forty minutes for dinner, then worked until
8ix o'ocloock in the evening. The superintendent of this
partieunlar plant was very xind and considerats towards
his help and especially toward the "children"., We
never worksd very haxd, myaverage weekly wage at that
time wes about §2.50. The ssnitery conditions were
gertainly not very good, Jjust a few ocunspidors scattered
about and when they were not convenient one generszlly
gpit on the floor. Out door toilets were in use; at
that time theye wasn't any sewerage in the town. In
1914 and 1915 things began to improve, we moved into a

(1) The writer does not state that she is now support-
ing the aunt who took care of her when she was a
child. The aunt 18 now o0ld and siok. The writer
has helped to pay for their home, and all during
the winter before she attended the Bryn Hawr Summer
Sshool for Women in Industry, she milked two cows, -
fook care of chickens, helped prepere meals for
several boarders, worked nine oxr ten hours a dey
in the mill except Saturday half-holiday, and st-
tended night achool two nights a week. -She now goes
to High School in the morning, works in the mill
in the afternoon, and runs & small groeery store
in one room of their house at 0dd times. Her
foremen and superintendent say she is one of the
best end quickest workers in the mill, and help her
all they can in letting her woxrk part time. "If
I hadn't been as strong as a horse, I could never

" have done it all;" she said, "but now I'm tired all

the time and I have the rheumatism in my knees from
the macshine work." :
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lsrgsr and more modern building, ssnitary conditions
were improved very much. I was then making an averags
of $8.50 per week which was conslidered a very good wagse,
houras were better, we were working only ten hours a day
which made our work day much easier. o

In 1916 snd 1917 wages began to go up and I chang-
ed my work from a topper to a looper, .and my average
- wage then was about J16.00; in 1918 conditions improved
both in hours and in wages which was due to the war. In
1919, 1 married and had a looping machine put in my
home, not working regularly I made an average of $12.50
at 'home. In 1920 and 1921 and 1922 hosiery business
slmmped, lot of the mills closed down, others worked
Just par$ time, wages came down; during that time I
worked in a department store in He--~, making ¥15.00 a
week, then sgein in memplis, Tenn., making $20.00. Com-
ing back to D=-~-- in 1922-23 I went back to the hoesiery
mill. This particular mill was paying good wages and
I mede an average of $23.50, other mills were on the
slump. In 1924 oconditions were bad everywhere, no one
had regular work. I only made an aversge of §15.00 all
last year, people suffered from this slump. In late
£3l11 of 1924 business picked up, we began working ten
hours a dsy for five days and a half making a total of
B5 hours & week. In 1925 the place I worked in had so
many orders that it wes almost impossible to get any
time off, the management became so strict and the hours
80 long, and they tequired you to work every minute of
the time, and sftsr working regularly for four months,
I atayed out from my work being sick, not seriously so,
but sick enough to stay away from work. The foreman
had gquite .a bit to say sbout my absence, in fact, doubt-
ing my woxd as to my really being sick, making it so
unpleasant that I was forced to quit the mill. 1In &ll
the plsces I have ever worked, this is the only one
that I ever quit on bad terms.

“Yas,.conditions sre improved qulte & bit, but there
i8 st11l room for moxe improvement. When wa get shorter
hours for women workers in induastry and get 8 law pro-
.hibiting boys and girls under sixieen years of age from
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working over eight hours, then we the women in imdustry
will be satisfied.(3) |

Ho. 8 My ¥ork

I was born in P. County, Ne. Ce«, my father was s
farmer, but soon after I was born he decided to move
* $0 faw=ego my brother and aisters could work in the
nill as prices wores low for farm produce at that time.

Ag soon 88 I was 0ld enough my younger brother
and I would take dinner to the ones working in the mill.
My mother's health was not very good and I was bept out
0of sghool a lot to help with the house work. REach day
when we carried dinner 1 would help my sisters spool.
At first I conldn't do anything but take out the empty
quills later I put in ths full boodins and soon I learn-
ed. %o use the knotter and could tie the ends together.
gut I was not destined to play lemg like thia very
ong. ‘

My parents deoided to move t0 B-wew when I wae be-
tweon the age o0f thirteen and fourteen years o0ld. I
was considered o0ld snough to begin working and it was
Yoo 1late in the year to begin sghool theye , so I degan
working. _ :

I had to goet up at five o'glock in orxrder to get
4o work by six. We had to walk a mile to work and

stand up until twelve o0’glock. I sat down to eat my
" dinner, ususlly on a bolt of cloth or enywhere I could
£ind to sit. We only had forty minutes for dinner and
right dback to work until six that night.

Hy first job was apoolidg. This was not hard to
do, but I had to walk up and down in front of the ma-

(3) During the time the writer had the looping machine

' in her home, she had a child. Her husband was in
France in the A.EJF, His wounds hove made him in-

- oapa™le of working sinoce his return. Her mother

takes ocaxe of the 1ittle girl during mill hours.
The writer has been conaidered one of the best and
fagteat workers in the mill by her superintendent.
She does not state that when he told one of the
other workers that he thought she was shle %o work
and should bse there, she wrote him & nots saying:
"fhe time of slavery is past, I know when I em sick."
She is an example of the "independent™ type. She
is twenty-six years old.
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ochines and tie eandse all day: The monotony was awful
aftar I beoame asoustomed to it day after day. I only
left my work long enough to get & drink of water or be
exoused; if I 4id, my work would stop and I would get
behind snd I had a.oertain-amonnt of work to 4o and in
order to do 1%, I must work every minute.

The olimate @t R-w~-d1dn*t seem to sgree with any
0f the family, s8¢ my parenta decided t0o move after we
had been there only aix monihs.

My, P=—--wg2 building a mill at W--—-and was
snxions for large families. He persauded my father to
move there before the mill was finished. I worked at
several different things before the winding machines -
were installed, then I was given & set of machines.
This work was eimilar 4o spooling and I liked 1t much
Patter and was soon an expert winder. I learned to
keep up three sets of machines in a Tew months.

. People came %0 Wew—efrom all over the state and
ssveral came from 8d4J0ining states, because Mr. Pew~-
paid good wages considering weges paid elaewhere. mhza
was & small village snd some people weren't de~
sirable neighbors 8o it soon became very unpleasant to
live there. After eighteen months we moved to D-n--—
where we have lived since then. "

I decided I would try to do some other kind ol
work beaide cotton mill work sfter we moved here. Some
friends of ours told my sisier and me to go to the
tobacoo faotory to work. They sald the work was clean
and easy to 4o, but we soon found 1%t wasn't very clean.
We were both pnt t0 packing oligarettes by hand. The
odor of the tabagco made me feel slck and faint. The
windows were kept closed to keep the cigaretites moist
and pliable so they could be shaped in the packege.
When the floors were swept I could hardly bresthe, the
tobhacco dust was #o thick. The sweeper would take up
pens full of tebacco off the floor each time they
Smpto

It 18 needleae to say I took the first joh I heard
of, which was 1n s bag factnry.

I was given & machine to sew bags on. This work
was the nicest, pleasantest work I had done so far. I
sat down to operato the machine and folded the bags and
pregsed the pedsal, and the bis was sewed, in the flash
of an eye almost. Thies place had more ventilation than
any of the previous places I hsd worked at and the sani-
tary conditions were better. I worked until school
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. started in September and I started back to Bohool with .

- 'the hopse that I eould finish acme day, but my hopes
weye not to be realiszed. I had %o stop sahocl at

Chrietmas and go back to work again. I was unable to

got my place baok, 80 I went to the cotton mill to

work for the .third time.

The sanitary conﬁitiona were not nearly so good
as in the beg mill. The wages were also lower in the
cotton mill and the peopls dipped snuff and spit on
the floor, or anywhere they chose. 4s soon as they
had an opening, I went baok %0 the Bsg Depertment, and
worksd there for seversl yesrs.

I beocsme intereated in the Y. W. C. A. when it
was being organized and I became a chsrter member. The
Y. secretary became interested in me and helped me in
many wayse. She $0ld me of the Brzu Mawr Summer School
and how I could go. I f£illed out the papers as ghe
t0ld me to do, but 4id not dream that I would ever be
chosen t¢ go. When the letter came saying I was ac-
cepted, I could hardly believe my ears. I was liks
anothor girl said ghe was, "I thought there was some-
thing wrong with the achooli" But later on I realized
the school was wonderful and that Bociety was to blame
fo; the way conditions had been.befora and not the
2chool.

"I gsme baskhome with a brGalder vision than Y had
sver had before. I knew then why I was not strong and
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healthy like girls of my age should be. I had associat-

od with girls two monthes that had not worked long hours
88 I had worked, and had had better sanitary eonditions
when they had worked end they were much stronger physi-
oally.

I went back to work when I got home, but wasn't
foeling well. The overseer came and told me I would
have to work at night for two weeks. I told him I
couldn’t get enough sleep and rest in the day to tbe
able to work, dut he ifnasisted I could. I quit and came
home, but he thought I wonld work that night.

B clerked in a Jewelry store until Christmas and
after the holidays were over I went to work at the
Hosliery ¥ill.

I went to work as an Inspector. I had to sit down
from seven in the. morning un.il twelve, one hour for
lunch and back to work until six that evening. I work-
ed like this nsarly two years, then I was promoted to
the forelasdy'e place, which I etill kold. The sanitary
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-eonditions are not what they shorld be. Ths teilet on
the firs% floor for girls has only iwo oommodes and
about thirty girls have to use it. Thers is only one
.window in the toilet and that is & half window fsaten-
"ed with a chain #0 1% oxly opens a very little. Then,
too, the cuspidors aren't cleandd more than twice or
three times & woek andi the people apii{ on the floor
‘around them and some 8pii between the machines. The
1int 18 £flying all the time, but when the men clean the
machines 1% is a good deal wcrse. They use an electrie
machine that dlows the 2int off of the mashine sll over
the toos. Sometimes when the machines are real linty
1t looks 1iks we sre in & heavy snow storm. Only it is
worse for we are inhaling this in our lungs while the
anow is harmless. B : .

I expoct to keep on working in the gotton mill,
but I hops to be sble to chang-e the working conditions
soon. First, that we may have shorter working hours;
second, better sanitary conditions; third, mors payr.(4)

These anonymous interviews by women mill workers appear in Chapter 9of Mary Cawper’s unpublished
study “Cotton Cloth: A Type Study of (he Community Process.” She wrote this study during 1924'.192,5
urder direction of UNC professor Howard W._ Odum. The complete manuscapt and other notes reside in
Box 10 of the Mary Q. Cowper Collection, Topical Serics: Suffrage, Industrial Labor Cono;ms, Social )
Lagislation, Writings and Notes: Cotion Cloth, 1925, Duke University Rare Book, Manuscript, and Special
Collections Library, Durham.

(4) The writer is twentiy-six. Her father is not sble
to work at all, and her pay helps support the
father and mothsr.
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