Child Labor in America
U.S. History

Scripts
1.  Fish Workers - We stand tall and proud for the picture.  We are made to dress like men, and work like men.  We are forced to grow up quickly and act like men.  We will never really be able to act like boys.  Instead of being able to run outside and play tag, we work all day.  Instead of filling our lungs with fresh air, we fill them with pollution fumes.  At night we cannot sleep for the fumes permeating from our skin is so strong we feel like we are sleeping in a can of tuna.  We wonder if we will ever be able to write because many of us have deep cuts that may get infected and need to be taken off, or we may accidentally amputate our own fingers while working.  Even though we are miserable, we say nothing.  This is what we need to do, what we have to do to survive.  If we do not work our family including our even younger brother’s and sister’s will not be able to eat.  It is a necessity that each of our families work together.  We would do just about anything to not have to see our mother’s cry.  All we can do is stay strong and make sure to keep on living with the hope that we may in the future have a better life.    

2.  Jane Pfiefer (Sadie’s daughter) – One day in 1909 a man came to my mother’s house in Lawrence and asked her father why she was going to school and not bringing in good money to help the family.  Sadie, my mother, was only twelve at the time, but the man got papers saying she was fourteen, and my grandfather signed them. 


My mother had only been working about two weeks in one of the Lawrence mills when a machine speeded up.  It was just before quitting time, and the children were tired.  While the machines were still running, she unpinned her long hair.  It spilled over her shoulders and down her back.  She bent over to comb her head, and the spinning machine grabbed her hair and sucked it into the gears.  The machine was too fast and powerful for her, and she couldn’t stop it our get untangled.  The gears gobbled up her hair and tore off two large sections of her scalp.


Another worker raced over and shut off the machine.  Others helped her up and rushed her to the hospital.  Someone picked up the two pieces of scalp, wrapped them in newspaper, and took them to the hospital, too.  Sadie was there for seven months.  My grandfather was arrested for falsifying her age.


Almost three years later, during the strike of 1912, my mother and fifteen other children were called to testify before the United States Senate.  She wore her hair in a bun to hide the permanent bald spot at the back of her head.  She told how the machine grabbed her hair, and how the company paid the hospital bills but none of her lost wages.  The others testified that pregnant women were clubbed and beaten by the militia during the strike.  One of them said, “Most horses live better than we do.”  President Taft’s wife was so upset she rushed from the room.  Later, there was another strike of mill workers, and President Taft investigated again.  The children, including my mother, told them how they had had to quit school in order to work, that they were always hungry, that they worked fifty-four hours a week.  Three months after the strike began, the American Woolen Company of Lawrence gave in.  They won twenty-five percent pay increases and a fifty-four-hour work week with no cut in pay if they failed to meet their quotas.  


My mother never told me about everything that happened.  She was always ashamed of her bald spot and tried to comb her hair so it wouldn’t show.  I only learned about all this after she died and found some old newspaper articles she’d kept in a box.   

3. Family Nut Picking – Mother: “We are all picking the nuts. The same monotonous action over and over.  And yet, I realize that while this chore does bond us, it also gives us more time to analyze our own isolated, miserable worlds.  I lower my head as I pick so that no one can see my tears.  I shudder as I realize that this cold I have may not pass without medicine-and medicine we cannot afford.  What will become of the children if something should happen to me?” Her eldest daughter sits in a corner and feels her mother’s pain:  “Unlike my younger brother and sister I see the reality that my family is falling apart.”  The father is lost in a world of guilt:  “I have failed my wife and children.  When I was young I vowed to make a better life for my family, so that they wouldn’t have to go through what I did, but I have failed.”  The two younger children don’t think about much.  Girl:  “I am sick of the fainting, headaches, and burning feeling in my stomach from lack of food.”  Boy: “All I want to do is play.  I found some string outside and want to play with my sisters.  Ma keeps telling me that we have small time for playing…so I’ll just put the string back in my pocket until we can have a minute for playing.”    
1.  JOURNAL ENTRY:  Create your own script for one of the last three slides.  It should be in narrative form, and be written by the person in the slide.  (it could also be written by a relative or someone close to the person)
