Lesson 7 Document 9

Children's factory work "redeems" poor man and his family

Niles' Weekly Register, Nov. 29, 1823, p. 195.
Many persons apprehend that large manufac​turing establishments are the great seats of vice and immorality. Whatever may be the case in Europe, they are not so in the United States, nor will they be, until our population is much more dense than it is, and our immense tracts of vacant lands are occupied; then, if the people shall also have lost the rights and privi​leges which they at present enjoy, perhaps the manufacturers may become as corrupt as the population of some of our cities is now.
An able correspondent of the New York "Statesman" gives the following account of a visit to the Matteawan Factory, near the Fish-kill mountains, when the proprietor, Mr. Schenck, gave him the following narrative:
"Before I commenced the erection of these works, said Mr. S., and established in this place the branch of cotton manufacture, the process of which you have been just examining, the man who built, and now owns that neat little tenement, had no place to shelter himself and his numerous family, but the wretched hovel which you may observe at a few rods distance from his present abode. At that time, continued my informant, his only occupation was that of fishing: or rambling in the mountains in pur​suit of such game as chance might throw in his way. Of the little he obtained by this occasional and precarious mode of subsistence, a large proportion was expended in the purchase of rum; in the use of which he indulged to such an extent as to brutalize his faculties, and ren​der him a pest to society, as well as a curse to his family; which he kept in a state of the most deplorable and squalid poverty. Of his chil​dren three or four were daughters, of various ages, from seven or eight to fourteen years; these, said Mr. S. on commencing my estab​lishment, I took into the factory; where, from that period to the present time, they have al​ways had constant and regular employment. The proceeds of their first week's labor, amount​ing to six or seven dollars, when paid and taken home to their parents, was an amount which, it is probable, they never before at any one time possessed. The almost immediate effect on the mind of the father appears to have been a conviction that his children, instead of being a burthen which he despaired of supporting, and, therefore, never before made an effort to accomplish, would, on the contrary, by the steady employment now provided for them, be able, by their industry, not only to sustain themselves, but also contribute to the main​tenance and support of the other members of the family. From that moment, it would appear, as if he had determined to reform his vicious habit, and to emerge from that state of degra​dation and wretchedness into which he had plunged himself and his family. He has done so, said Mr. S. and, instead of being a pest, he has become a useful member of society; instead of being a curse to his family, and occupying with them that wretched hovel yonder, fit only for swine to wallow in, he has by his own exer​tions, aided by the industry and good conduct of his children, lately purchased the soil, and erected the comfortable cottage, which, said Mr. S. smiling, appears so powerfully to attract your notice."
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