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PERSPECTIVES ON CH ILDREN  IN 
M AINE’S CANNING INDUSTRY, 1907-1911

JANE E. RADCLIFFE

T he canning and preserving of local fruits, vegetables, and 
shellfish became an im portant element in M aine’s economy 
during  the latter part of the nineteenth century. By 1900 M aine 
was the n a tio n ’s only producer of canned sardines and was 
th ird  in the country in the packing of sweet corn. However, for 
at least four canned products — com , blueberries, lobsters, and 
sardines — children played an im portant role in the prepara­
tion or processing. T he canning  industry was second only to 
M aine’s cotton mills in the em ploym ent of children. At the 
turn of the century, reformers across the nation began w eighing 
the immediate gains from child labor against the long-term 
effects on the nation ’s youth. In Maine, the sardine industry in 
particu lar became the focus of a cam paign to ensure that early 
work did not interfere w ith education. T he historical records 
resulting from this reform movement shed ligh t on the nature 
of work and attitudes toward children in rural Maine.

T he canning industry adapted easily to the web of eco­
nom ic life in nineteenth-century rural Maine. Sweet corn can­
ning, for instance, added an im portant source of income in 
M aine’s pattern of mixed husbandry and gave M aine corn a 
glow ing reputation  for quality  at a time when the state’s agri­
culture was under competitive stress from western farmers. 
Lobster canning, popular un til the 1890s, offered expanding 
markets for M aine lobsters, otherwise restricted to consumers 
in coastal New England and to the seasonal vacation industry.

Like many rural activities — logging, fishing, trapping, 
and farm ing, for instance — canning was seasonal; families 
could easily fit several weeks em ploym ent in the canneries into 
the complex yearly cycle of activities typical of M aine’s farm 
towns and fishing villages. Like farm work and other rural 
pastimes, labor in the canneries was irregular, alternating 
between periods of intense labor and slack times. T he organiza­
tion of activities in the canneries resembled the natural 
rhythm s of farm work or fishing more than it did the sustained,
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Ai the turn of the century. Maine's canneries ranked second only to the textile 
industry in numbers of children they employed. The industry's erratic work 
schedules often meant periods of intense labor, as this boy's expression 
suggests. Photographs such as the above, taken by Lewis Hine. were used to 
garner support for legislation to outlaw child labor. All Hine photos in this 
article courtesy Library of Congress.

m echanically routinized work patterns characteristic of urban 
factory work. Finally, the canneries were able to accommodate 
an im portant element of nineteenth-century rural life: the fam ­
ily work unit. Often entire families were recruited into the 
canneries during  the brief but busy canning  season. T h is pat­
tern duplicated other rural work routines in which all members 
— including  children — contributed to family economic sub­
sistence. Children, an im portant part of the family econom ic 
unit, worked as a rule rather than an exception in rural Maine. 
T he work routines and patterns com m on to nineteenth- 
century rural M aine — includ ingchild  labor — lent themselves 
handily to the needs of the new industry.
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CHILD LABOR IN MAINE

C anning  of M aine produce began w ith  sweet corn and 
spread to other crops. S tarting around 1840 w hen Isaac W ins­
low began experim enting w ith canning  near Portland, M aine 
quickly became a leader in the developm ent of the American 
corn canning industry. Over the next sixty years the process was 
refined, and by 1899 there were approxim ately seventy-five corn 
factories, as the canneries were called, scattered th roughout the 
state (with the exception of Aroostook County, where the short 
grow ing season precluded commercial farm ing of sweet corn). 
D uring  an annual canning  season lasting between four and six 
weeks, usually from late A ugust through early October, these 
factories employed approxim ately 7,500 workers, who were 
mostly local residents and often included entire fam ilies.1 
W hile the actual canrling of the corn was prim arily m en’s 
work, large num bers of women and children labored at husk­
ing. T h is early step in  the processing, conducted outdoors, was 
described in 1900 as “a husking  bee on a big scale.” “W hile the 
huskers are a jolly crow d,” an observer noted, “ they are all 
in tent on their work and their hands fly swiftly as they strip the 
husks from the white, rich looking ears. T he baskets hold about 
a bushel and for every basketful the huskers receive four cents.”2 
A lthough the work extended for only a short time each year, it 
did provide added em ploym ent and income in an often “cash 
poo r” rural economy.

Some of the corn factories canned a variety of other prod­
ucts as well, each w ith its own harvest and processing time. In 
1887, for example, the employees of the W inslow Packing 
C om pany’s factory in Buckfield canned corn from late August 
through the beginning of October. D uring  the rest of October, 
pum pkins and squash were packed, while in November the 
work shifted to the packing of apples.3

In 1866 M aine’s first blueberry cannery was established at 
Cherryfield. C onfined  to W ashington  C ounty in eastern 
Maine, this industry also provided short-term  em ploym ent for 
en tire  fam ilies, m any of w hom  w orked in the fields or 
“barrens” p icking  the low bush blueberries for local processors 
w hile others worked at the canneries. According to the 1900
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Commercial canning came to Maine in the 1810s, soon after the process had 
been developed. By the end of the century, canned corn, blueberries, sardines 
— and lobsters — were important adjuncts to Maine’s rural economy. The 
above photos of men sealing cans were taken in the Underwood plant at 
Jonesport. William Underwood Collection. Fogler Library. UMO.



CHILD LABOR IN MAINE

annual report of the M aine Bureau of Industrial and Labor 
Statistics,

the num ber of hands employed in the various facto­
ries w ould aggregate a little over a hundred, but if we 
include the pickers, we shall find from one thousand 
to two thousand men, women and children em­
ployed in the blueberry packing industry during  the 
canning  season. There were distributed to the pickers 
in 1899, the sum of $31,000. About this sum of money 
is distributed annually am ong a poor but worthy 
class of people who otherwise w ould have but few 
opportunities of earning ready money.4 

As in the sweet corn business, the work was concentrated in a 
three-to-six week p icking  season w hich usually began in late 
August or early September.

T he canning  of M aine lobsters was still another aspect of 
M aine’s food processing industry during  the late nineteenth 
century, but one that was no longer im portant by the turn of the 
century. In 1895 the Bureau of Industrial and Labor Statistics 
stated that lobster canning had ' ‘assumed large proportions, 
there being num erous factories along the coast, the goods 
enjoying a widespread sale.”5 Here, too, the processing season 
was short, being concentrated for the most part during  the late 
spring and early sum m er m onths. In 1885 an am endm ent to 
earlier legislation concerning the capture and processing of 
lobsters lim ited the canning  season to three and one half 
m onths between April 1 and July 15 each year.6 As early as 1870, 
children were being employed in this process; nineteen chil­
dren of both sexes were listed in the census of that year as 
w orking in the lobster factories at Deer Isle. By 1900, however, 
this phase of the M aine canning  industry had  practically 
ceased, having  m igrated northw ard  and eastward to New 
Brunswick and Nova Scotia.

T he most im portant aspect of the Maine canning  industry, 
and the one that employed the largest num ber of adults and 
children of various ages, involved the sardine canning  facto­
ries, most of w hich were centered around Passam aquoddy Bay
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in easternmost Maine. S tarting at Eastport in 1875, the industry 
grew until there were approxim ately seventy-five sardine facto­
ries in the state by 1900. As w ith the canning of corn, blueber­
ries, and lobsters, the sardine canning season was short — 
sometimes starting as early as April, but usually at its height 
between the end of August and the middle of November — and 
the cannery employees worked long hours during  this concen­
trated period.

A l th o u g h  the M aine Child Labor Law of 1887 provided 
that “no child under twelve years of age, shall be employed in 
any m anufacturing or mechanical establishm ent in the state,” 
the canning industry was exempted from this restriction by a 
provision that stated “no th ing  in this act shall apply to any 
m anufacturing establishm ent or business, the materials and 
products of which are perishable and require im m ediate labor 
thereon, to prevent decay hereof or damage thereto.”7 T hus one 
of the industries in which children worked the longest, hardest 
hours escaped regulation by the statutes established to protect 
the children and assure their right to an education.

A num ber of factors help explain the prevalence of child 
labor in the canning industry. Cannery operations, first of all, 
generally required a large num ber of unskilled workers; for the 
most part, it was a labor-intensive process that required little 
previous tra in ing  and relatively casual attitudes toward work. 
Children could be pu t to work easily in the industry at low costs 
to the operator. Second, the short but intensive season for 
canneries called for a large pool of reserve workers, w ho could 
be hired and just as quickly laid off w ithout d isrup ting  the 
rural economy as a whole; women and children provided this 
flexible labor pool. Farm families, on the other hand, needed 
subsidiary incomes to supplem ent a pattern  of agriculture that 
was tied to the market economy in relatively m arginal ways. 
M aine farmers traditionally were part-tim e fishermen, part- 
time loggers, and part-tim e trappers, and in some cases took in 
summ er boarders; work in the canneries com plem ented this 
pattern, and children worked alongside their fathers, mothers,
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brothers, sisters, and cousins in the processing factories as they 
did in m any other supplem entary occupations. A lthough the 
disadvantages this system im posed upon  the children were 
becom ing apparent to outsiders by the end of the nineteenth 
century, qu ite  probably few farm families themselves gave the 
situation serious thought.

In the sardine canning  industry especially, the extension 
of the cann ing  season in to  the m iddle or late au tum n had a 
serious effect upon  the w orking children’s school attendance. 
Yet w hile it is know n that many children worked in the M aine 
canning  industry, accurate figures for child em ploym ent are 
im possible to ascertain, for several reasons. Typically in the 
food processing businesses, the workers were not specifically 
placed on the factory payroll as part of a regular work force. 
R ather than being formally hired, they worked independently 
and then received “checks” or “scrip” for the specific am ount 
of work done. T hus, the identities and ages of the wom en and 
children w orking at this process were not recorded. Second, 
because the “perishable goods” industries were exempt from 
the child labor laws un til 1911, these children did not need the 
certificates of age and school attendance required in other 
industries. T hird , the decennial U.S. census statistics were usu­
ally com piled at a time of year when the canneries were not in 
operation, and therefore did not list these children as wage 
earners. For example, when photographer Lewis H ine visited 
the sardine factories of Eastport in August of 1911, he inter­
viewed and photographed a num ber of young workers, thirty of 
whom , between the ages of five and fifteen, are identified by 
nam e in his photo  captions.8 None of these children was listed 
as w orking  w hen the federal census was taken in June  of the 
previous year, although at least twenty-one of them were iden­
tified as living in Eastport.

Still further uncertainty is introduced into any analysis of 
the sardine cannery work force by the fact that the num ber of 
employees in the canneries and the daily hours of work varied 
widely and unpredictably, depending upon  the quantity  of fish 
caught and delivered for processing on a day-to-day basis.
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Moreover, the sardine processing families included not only 
local residents but also a num ber of families that came from 
surrounding towns or islands in Passam aquoddy Bay and 
returned hom e when the canning  season drew to a close. These 
families, too, missed being counted as sardine factory em­
ployees if the census was not conducted du rin g  the canning  
season.

Children were integrated into the work process at different 
stages. Many of the young laborers in the sardine factories 
worked at cu tting the fish. According to a description of the 
industry in an 1887 report of the U. S. Com m ission of Fish and 
Fisheries, “when the boat nears the wharf, the cannery whistle 
or bell is sounded as a signal for the cutters, w ho are usually 
boys and girls from eight to fifteen years of age. These are 
presently seen brandishing their large knives as they rush 
through the streets on their way to the bu ild ing .9 Babe Baine, 
who was born in Eastport in 1884 and went to work in the 
sardine factory at an early age, remembered that the young boys 
often had large hands and could grab and cut four fish at a time. 
She, on the other hand, did not do as well; “I could only handle 
one. My hands were little.” 10

O ther children — or the same children at different times — 
also worked at packing  the fish in to  cans w ith  m ustard or oil, 
setting the covers on the cans, or p lacing  the finished cans in 
cartons. Some children seem to have done several of these jobs, 
depending upon  w hich section of the factory most needed 
workers at any given time. Others, such as Babe Baine, p ro ­
gressed from one job  to another as they grew older. As she said, 
“My father took me out of school w hen I was ten years old, to 
cut fish. Long as you could handle a knife, they expected you to 
go to w o rk .... My father built a box so l could stand on to reach 
the table .... We w ent from the cu tting  shed up  to the packing 
room, to pack the fish [when I was fourteen years old].” 11

A nother Eastport resident w ho worked in the sardine fac­
tories early in the twentieth century remembered the hard work, 
but also remembered the fun that she and her young friends 
had. Like Babe Baine, Sara Aker went to work cu tting  sardines 
at an early age. As she stated, “I ’ve been w orking  since I was
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Eastern coastal Maine towns provided a ready work force of voting boys and 
girls. When the t annery whistle blew, they would be "presently seen bran­
dishing their large knives as they rush through the streets on their way to the 
[fish processing] building." Underwood Collection.

nine years old. I 've cut my fingers half off as you can see, look at 
these o ld hands, cu tting  the heads off fish. Five cents a b o x ."12 
Yet Sara Aker's memories also included picnics on islands in 
the bay and the joys of life for the young. "O h, I believe they 
could hear me laugh ing  ten miles away when I was a girl. We 
d idn 't care.We owned the sky and everything under it.” 13

T h e  negative effects of Eastport's child labor situation did 
not go unnoticed. Because the sardine canning  season extended 
from spring through fall, many of the w orking! hildren missed 
part of the school year annually . As early as 188b, the editor of 
the Eastport newspaper expressed concern about the problems 
created in the schools, both for the children who worked in the 
factories and those w ho attended school full time. On Decem­
ber 8, 1886, the newspaper carried an editorial that stated:

As the factories in town will soon complete 
packing operations for the w inter and will not 
resume again until about the first of May, a large 
num ber of boys and git Is will be deprived of work, all 
of whom should, and many do attend school during
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CHILD LABOR IN MAINE

this time. Almost the whole of this increase in school 
attendance comes upon  the Brooks School. Last w in­
ter there was an addition of eighty scholars to the 
regular register of the school, principally  from this 
source, w hich as may readily be seen crowds a regular 
graded school to such an extent and in such a way as 
to seriously affect the work of the regular scholars 
who are expected to advance in their studies at stated 
periods sufficiently to enter a higher grade. Not only 
this, but those who come into school for the w inter 
and then are obliged to return to work in the spring, 
cannot receive under such conditions the greatest 
benefit the few m onths of school time, so valuable to 
them, ought to afford. Perhaps some of the teachers 
could suggest a feasible remedy for this difficulty .14 
By the mid-1890s, the response to this problem  was to 

conduct a school specifically for the children w ho worked in 
the sardine factories. As Babe Baine remembered, “In  the w in­
ter when they’d [the factories] get through in November, there 
was a school opened then for the w orking c lass.... It was under 
the old O pera House. Upstairs was a dance place. U nderneath, 
that's where we went. They called it the ungraded school. So we 
got our education in w inter.” 15 T hus, Babe Baine and her 
w orking friends attended school during  the w inter m onths, but 
‘ 'when the whistle blowed the first of A p ril... then we’d have to 
get out of school.” 16 T his situation continued to be a problem  
well in to  the tw entieth century. In 1907 it was estim ated that 45 
percent of the Eastport children did no t attend school at all 
after reaching the age of fifteen, the age lim it set for com pulsory 
education.17

B y  the early 1900s social reformers on the national level 
were attacking child labor as part of a larger m ovem ent con­
cerned about exploitation of the w orking class, industrial 
hazards, and involuntary poverty. G. Stanley H all and other 
sociologists and educators were propounding  new theories 
concerning both the biological and education needs of children
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Maine’s sardine industry gained national attention with the publication of 
John Spargo’s The Biller Cry of the Children. “Nothing,” an informant 
wrote Spargo, “equals for sheer brutality what I see right here in Washington 
County.”
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and their grow th and development. Progressive reformers 
organized a crusade against child labor w hich led to the estab­
lishm ent of the N ational Child Labor Com m ittee in 1904. T his 
committee, the objectives of w hich included nationw ide inves­
tigation of w orking conditions, efforts toward more stringent 
protective laws, and enforcement of existing laws, for its first 
decade directed its activities toward reform at the state, rather 
than national level. It was, at the same time, the first organiza­
tion of its kind to make extensive use of photographic p ropa­
ganda, through the works of Lewis H ine and others.

This, briefly, was the background from w hich emerged 
Jo h n  Spargo’s 1906 book, The Bitter Cry of the Children, 
w hich contained the follow ing passage concerning M aine’s 
sardine factories.

In M aine the age lim it for em ploym ent is twelve 
years. Children of that age may be employed by day 
or night, provided that girls under eighteen and boys 
under sixteen are not perm itted to work more than 
ten hours in the twenty-four or sixty hours in a week.
In 1900 there were 117 establishm ents engaged in the 
preservation and canning  of fish. Small herrings are 
canned and placed upon  the market as ‘‘sardines.”
T his industry is principally  confined to the A tlantic 
coast towns, — Lubec and Eastport, in W ashington 
County, being the m ain centres. I cannot speak of 
this industry from personal investigation, but infor­
m ation received from com petent and trustworthy 
sources gives me the im pression that child slavery 
nowhere assumes a worse form than in the “ sardine” 
canneries of Maine. Says one of my correspondents in 
a private letter: “In the rush season, fathers, mothers, 
older children, and babies work from early m orn till 
n igh t — from dawn to dark, in fact. You will scarcely 
believe me, perhaps, when I say ‘and babies,’ but it is 
literally true. I ’ve seen them in the present season, no 
more than four or five years old, w orking hard and 
beaten when they lagged. As you may suppose, being
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out here, far away from the centre of the state, we are 
not m uch troubled by factory inspection. I have read 
about the conditions in Southern mills, but no th ing  
I have read equals for sheer brutality what I see right 
here in W ashington C ounty.” 18
Spargo’s expose of child labor brought num erous reac­

tions in Maine, as it did th roughout the nation. In addition to 
being debated in the U. S. Senate, the need for more rigorous 
and effective child labor laws was also an im portant issue in the 
M aine legislative session of 1907. In his annual address to the 
M aine Legislature, Governor W illiam  T. Cobb urged the law­
makers “ to change and im prove the laws bearing upon the 
question of child labor in this State.” Maine, he noted, fell 
behind other states in child protection, and the children them ­
selves, unlike adult workers, were helpless to challenge harsh 
w orking conditions. “You m ust be their cham pions, and 
neither the thoughtlessness of parents nor the indifference of 
employers m ust be perm itted to interfere w ith the perform ance 
of the State’s manifest duty to provide, as best she may, for the 
moral, physical and educational welfare of these children to 
whom  unfortunately so many of the pleasures and o pportun i­
ties of childhood are denied.” 19 T his advice was followed, and 
C hapter 46 of the Public Laws of 1907 was approved by the 
M aine Legislature on March 6, 1907.20 T his chapter revised the 
earlier child labor law, raising the m inim um  age of em ploy­
m ent from twelve to fourteen years of age and stating addi­
tional conditions for the em ploym ent of children between the 
ages of fourteen and sixteen.

A nother im portant change appeared in Section 55 of the 
new law — that portion dealing w ith the exem ption of “perish­
able goods” industries. Here, for the first time, the exem ption 
was tempered by a proviso relating to poor w orking conditions 
for young children in these industries. It was m andated that 
“ the em ploym ent of children therein shall be under the super­
vision of said inspector who shall on com plaint investigate the 
sanitary conditions, hours of labor and other conditions detri­
m ental to children and if in his judgm ent he finds detrim ental
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conditions to exist, he may, in conjunction w ith the m unicipal 
officers of the town or city of w hich the com plain t is made, 
proh ib it the em ploym ent of children therein until such condi­
tions are removed.” T he law, in retrospect, seems weak in the 
sense that it relied on support from local m unicipal au th o ri­
ties, but it did provide a framework for child labor restrictions 
in the canneries and encourage an investigatory attitude 
toward the industry.

R esponding to legislative initiatives, the M aine Bureau of 
Industrial and Labor Statistics took up  the charges leveled by 
Spargo in his book. H aving presented a lengthy description of 
the canning  industry in its 1900 annual report, the bureau had 
not p lanned another concentration on this industry so soon. 
But, because of the Spargo allegations and their discussion in 
the U. S. Senate the previous winter, “ it was deemed advisable 
and necessary that an investigation be made at this tim e.”21 
T hus, the bureau sent one of its investigators, Miss Eva L. 
Shorey, to W ashington County and included her seventeen- 
page report on the w orking conditions for women and children 
in the sardine factories in its 1907 annual p u b lica tio n .22 
Shorey’s instructions had been to “make a full and thorough 
investigation of all existing conditions in connection w ith the 
industry, and to ascertain so far as possible any facts that would 
substantiate or contradict the serious charges that had been 
m ade.”23

T he Shorey report offers a detailed factual account of work 
in the canneries, especially that of women and children. It 
describes sardine processing in close detail and records snatches 
of conversation that h in t at cannery workers’ attitudes toward 
their jobs, pay, and fellow workers. T he report, however, 
reflects Shorey’s historical situation as well; the docum ent is a 
M aine official’s response to Spargo’s expose — to the m uckrak­
ing criticism of an outsider who had never set foot in Eastport. 
A lthough professional and detached, the report at times 
assumes a defensive tone. Descriptions of children “cheerfully 
and heartily perform ing their tasks,” references to the vast 
differences between child labor in southern textile mills and 
that in the sardine canneries, and conclusions that criticize only
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Lewis Hine wrote of this photo: “Shows the way they cui the fish .... Large 
sharp knives are used .... The slippery floors and benches, and careless 
bumping into each other increases the liability to accident. 'The salt gets into 
the cuts an’ they ache’."

the messy nature of work and the obstacles to proper education 
po in t to certain biases in Shorey’s report. Moreover, her stress 
on family stability, moral upbringing, education, and church 
and Sunday school reflect perhaps the values of M aine’s middle 
class, professional world rather than that of the cannery 
workers themselves. Nonetheless, the inform ant’s statem ent in 
The Bitter Cry of the Children and the follow-up report by Eva 
Shorey provide us w ith a rare look at two contem porary per­
spectives of the industry, and Shorey’s detailed account offers a 
chance to view child labor more accurately as contem porary 
M ainers — particularly  those less driven by the reform spirit of 
the age — saw the situation.

According to Shorey, the sardine factories in Eastport and 
Lubec employed approxim ately two hundred children. She
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estim ated that half of these were probably under fourteen years 
of age, but poin ted  out that accurate statistics were im possible 
to obtain, since the num ber of employees varied on a daily or 
even hourly basis. H er observations indicated that more ch il­
dren worked in the factories of Lubec than in Eastport.

After a section describing the various steps in the canning  
process and the am ount of pay earned for each step, Shorey’s 
report turned to the allegations in Spargo’s book. For her, “ in 
this age of civilization, to be inform ed that M aine resorts to 
child beating and brutality  in its industrial life, is, to say the 
least, rather startling .”24

Shorey believed it unfortunate that Spargo, while stating 
the facts of child  em ploym ent in M aine as he understood them, 
did not note that child labor in the “perishable goods” indus­
tries was a specific exem ption to norm ally m ore strict M aine 
laws; she also pointed out that the M aine Legislature had, since 
the publication  of Spargo’s book, raised the m inim um  age for 
work in other industries from twelve to fourteen. She noted that 
the work in the canneries was seasonal; that many of the jobs 
perform ed by children took place in the open air or in well 
ventilated areas; and that for many of these families the short 
intensive work period accounted for the fam ilies’ entire yearly 
income. She denied the notion of “slave d riv ing ,” observing 
that

the young children come and go as they wish. It may 
not be very attractive or desirable work for one of 
tender years, but it is honest and healthy and does not 
continue day in and day out nor for any great length 
of time consecutively. T he children appear to enjoy it 
and are very proud to tell how many boxes they have 
cut.25

According to Shorey, at least some of the young children 
wanted to work and were not forced to do so by their parents. 
W ith the rest of the family — including  the m other — working, 
it was apparently sometimes the choice of the youngest family 
members to jo in  in the work and cam araderie of the factory 
rather than stay at hom e alone. Eva Shorey reported an incident
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in w hich she came upon  a little girl w ashing her hands at a tub 
outside the factory. W hen asked w hat she had been doing, the 
child  said she had cut two boxes of fish and proudly displayed 
her ten cents w orth of scrip. Shorey “later saw the young child 
enjoying a long stick of striped candy, w hich her earnings had 
provided.” T he child reported that she “worked with her 
mother when she wanted to; was six years old and her people 
came from one of the nearby towns and lived in a cam p for the 
season.”26

In a more recent study of the area, historian  H arold  A. 
Davis reported on a visit to a sardine factory at R obbinston in 
1904 and stated that “ small children were likely to be left 
unattended in  fly infested shacks ... w hile the m other and older 
children were at the factories.” 27 In those days before the advent 
of child care facilities, it may well be, as Shorey intim ates, that 
young children were better off in the factories, under the eyes of 
parents and other relatives, than left to their own devices at 
home.

In her talks w ith local residents, Shorey could find no one 
who could confirm  the reports of brutality  toward the child 
workers; indeed, most seemed surprised that the charges had 
been made. It was the problem  of educating these children, 
rather than the fact that such young children were working, 
that bothered Shorey and many of her inform ants. As she said, 
“It is not the work nor the earning of money w hich is to be 
d ep lo red ... but the harm  comes in doing it at the expense of the 
education so freely offered by the towns.”28

In concluding her report, Shorey again addressed the bleak 
view of child  labor drawn by Spargo’s inform ant and suggested 
an alternative that criticized M aine’s sardine industry in more 
subdued tones. She m entioned the cheerfulness of the sardine 
factory workers and their pride in their work. In summary, she 
noted that “children under fourteen are em ployed in some of 
the factories. It is not, however, an industry w hich can be 
com pared w ith one in operation all the year.” Life at the 
canneries, she noted, “presents many problem s.” It was unde­
niable that many of the young workers were forced to “leave
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their school homes and naturally  drift into industrial life, with- 
out proper ed u ca tio n .... ” Exposure to the harsh  w orld of work 
at a tender age, she im plied, could also encourage “some of the 
undesirable qualities resulting from a nom adic existence.” 
After thorough investigation of Spargo’s allegations, Shorey 
reported that “ it has been im possible to find any proof that 
conditions, as described by [Spargo’s] correspondent, exist, or 
ever existed, in W ashington C ounty.”29

T he 1908 Bureau of Industrial and Labor Statistics annual 
report again took up the issue of child labor, w ith a report by 
George E. M orrison, inspector of factories, workshops, mines 
and quarries. M orrison m entioned the 1907 am endm ent to the 
child labor law dealing w ith “detrim ental conditions,” w hich 
he said was included at the instigation of “those directly in ter­
ested in the canning of sardines.”30 M orrison stated that, while 
he had not received any com plaints of violations, he had made 
num erous visits to the factories that year. As a follow-up to the 
1907 investigation, he reported that “modern machinery and 
methods have to a large extent done away w ith the em ploym ent 
of children in this work. Some are still em ployed in certain 
locations, but not in as large numbers as form erly.”31 It may 
have been true to a degree that machines were replacing ch il­
dren in the most obnoxious tasks in the canneries; M orrison’s 
1909 and 1910 reports on the industry suggest as much. But like 
Shorey he was perhaps overly optim istic in  his assessment of 
the situation.

A few years after Spargo’s inform ant, Eva Shorey, and 
George M orrison com piled their various reports on the child 
sardine workers, photographer Lewis H ine added another 
dim ension to the historical record. W hen H ine visited Eastport 
in A ugust of 1911 in connection w ith his work for the N ational 
C hild  Labor Committee, he photographed and interviewed a 
num ber of children w orking in the sardine factories. W hile 
M orrison and other state officials chose to look on the bright 
side of the situation, H ine, like Spargo, was concerned w ith 
b ring ing  about reform in the child  labor area, and seems to
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Hine identified these two children as Clarence, eight years old, and Minnie, 
age nine. Their efforts brought them five cents for each box (such as those by 
their sides).

have concentrated on the negative aspects of the situation. 
Given the purpose of his visit to Eastport, and with knowledge 
of the econom ic factors that affected the sardine canning  fam i­
lies, one must take H ine's photographic impressions too with a 
grain of salt. As w ith Spargo, Shorey, and M orrison, H ine’s 
record is tinted by the historical circumstances under which he 
created it.

Indeed, as his photographs indicate, there were young 
children w orking in the factories. But, as m entioned before, 
many of these families needed the income earned during  this
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Young Clarence Goodell demonstrates sardine decapitation for Hine.

brief period of intensive work and long hours to carry them 
through  the entire year. As Shorey had stated in her report 
concerning the children, the problem  was not so m uch that the 
children were earning money to add to the family coffers, or to 
buy their own clothes and an occasional toy or treat, but that 
“ the earning of money often tends to give them that sp irit of 
independence which sends them out as small wage-earners 
w ithout sufficient education to become larger ones as time goes 
o n .’’33 In dep loring  the lack of education for these children, 
Shorey, H ine, and others were repeating the concerns which 
had led to M aine’s first child labor law in 1847, which required 
that w orking children under twelve years of age attend school 
for four m onths a year and that those between twelve and 
fourteen were to attend school for three m onths each year.34
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T H E  CHILD LABOR PH O TO G RA PH S 
OF LEWIS HINE

Born in Oshkosh, Wisconsin, in 1874, Lewis H ine 
went to work in an upholstery factory at age eighteen 
upon the death of his father. After short stints working in a 
clothing store, as a water filter salesman, and in a local 
bank, H ine in 1900 entered the University of Chicago, 
studying to become a teacher of nature and social science. 
T he next year he moved to New York City to teach at the 
new Ethical Culture School. While there, H ine continued 
his own studies and received a M aster’s degree in educa­
tion in 1905.

H ine first became interested in photography around 
1903, looking upon it as a valuable teaching aid. By 1911 
he had given up teaching to devote himself.completely to 
photography and social reform. Follow ing in the tradi­
tion of social reformer Jacob A. Riis, H ine produced a 
series of photographs on European im m igrants quaran ­
tined at Ellis Island. His subsequent photographs of 
woi kers, slum dwellers, and imm igrants could be found in 
such prestigious reform journals as Survey and Charity 
and the Commons.  After working on a freelance basis for 
various reform organizations, H ine became associated

If one keeps in m ind the reformer s slant in H in e’s work, 
his fifty-five Eastport photographs and captions, like Shorey’s 
report, can be useful docum ents. It should be noted that H ine 
was in Eastport in August, when the children w ould not have 
been in school even if they were not w orking in the factories. 
N aturally, H ine made a point of photographing  and interview­
ing the youngest children he could find w orking to add fuel to 
his pho tograph ic  propaganda for the N ational C hild  Labor 
Com m ittee. He also concentrated on the dangers of the job, 
pho tog raph ing  as many children as he could find w ith badly 
cut fingers — the result of inexperience or childish carelessness 
w ith the large butcher knives used to cut the fish. Given all of 
these caveats, H in e’s photographs and captions from Eastport 
present im portan t docum entation of children w orking in the 
sardine canning  industry. They also illustrate work processes,
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with the National Child Labor Committee as an investiga­
tor and photographer between 1906 and 1918 and again 
briefly in 1921.

Lewis H ine’s child labor photographs, respected 
today for their poignant and com pelling views of youthful 
laborers, were produced as integral parts of his reports for 
the committee — the photographs were supplem entary 
visual documentation of the written word, rather than 
individual pieces of evidence. T he National Child Labor 
Committee was the first reform organization to utilize 
documentary photographs to such an extent, and Lewis 
H ine’s work was a m ajor contribution to the com m ittee’s 
forceful statements concerning the plight of child laborers 
in America.

C ontinuing  his career in social reform into the 1930s, 
H ine produced a brilliant photographic record of con­
struction work on the Empire State Building. He died 
in 1940.

For further information, see Verna Poseifer Curtis and 
Stanley Mallach, p h o t o g r a p h y  a n d  r e f o r m : l e w i s  h i n e

AND THE NATIONAL CHILD LABOR COMMITTEE (Milwaukee,
Wisconsin: Milwaukee Art Museum, 1984).

workers of all ages, the factories themselves, and the living 
quarters of the canning families.

T he photographs of the children and adults at work in the 
canning  factories show them concentrating intently on their 
work (as is to be expected of people w ho were paid  on a 
piecework basis). Even through H ine’s editorially inclined 
lens, however, the views of the groups of children ho ld ing  the 
tools and products of their labor show strong evidence of the 
pride m entioned in Eva Shorey's report.

T he captions that H ine provided for his photographs also 
contain valuable biographical inform ation on the people he 
saw and the life and work of the sardine canners. Because the 
sardine industry was, at that time, un ique to M aine, H ine 
appears to have found it especially interesting, and he com ­
piled extremely detailed data, includ ing  the children 's names
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and ages, family situations, and other facts that bring us closer 
to these people of seventy-five years ago. ’5

Several of B in e ’s captions emphasize the erratic, uneven 
level of work, which fluctuated depending upon the am ount of 
fish arriv ing  each day at the factory wharves. Among the fifty- 
five captions are the following:

Work is very irregular.

At times they [the children] start at 7 a.m., work all 
day and night un til m idnight, but the work is very 
irregular.

They work whenever there are fish.

They work at night when the rush is on.

They all work, but they waste a great deal of time, as 
the adults do also, w aiting for the fish to arrive.

Even through Hine’s reform-biased lens, the children holding their products 
show enormous pride in their work.
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Eleven oni of these fourteen "cat toners,’' Hine noted, were under twelve years 
of age; die smallest was eight.

T h e  fa th e r  is d issa tis fie d  w ith  the  ir re g u la r  
income .... ;,t’
H ine’s captions also docum ent the fact that, while many 

local families worked in the sardine factories, their numbers 
were augm ented by others w ho traveled to Eastport during  the 
canning  season to find short-term  work. For example, in de­
scribing the deG allard family, including  nine-year-old Nan, 
her m other, and two sisters, H ine stated, “T he family comes 
from Perry, Maine, just for the sum m er m onths.”37 T his ex­
plains, in part, why Nan, her sisters, and some of the other ch il­
dren photographed by H ine in 1911 were not included in the 
1910 Eastport census. Of the thirty children between the ages of 
five and fifteen whom Hine photographed and identified, 
twenty-one had been recorded as living in Eastport the previous 
year. O ther children missing from the 1910 census for Eastport
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included the Goodell children — Clarence, 8; George, 9; Lottie, 
12; and Violet, 15. Perhaps the Goodells moved to Eastport 
after the federal census was taken, for in  his caption for the 
photograph  show ing the family's home, H ine stated, “They 
live here all year in these temporary quarters.’’38

Among the H ine photographs are several of five-year-old 
“Preston” (no last nam e given), a cartoner in the factory. H ine 
“saw him  at work different times during  the day — at 7:00 a.m., 
in the afternoon, and at 6 p.m., and he kept at it very faithfully 
for so young a w orker.”39 N aturally, some children were faster 
workers than others (the same being true of adults). W hile H ine 
captured on film ten-year-old W ilford Clark re tu rn ing  hom e at 
noon after cutting five boxes of fish during  the m orning, nine- 
year-old H iram  Pulk was less efficient; he told H ine “I a in ’t 
very fast — only about five boxes a day.”40

T he econom ic situation of many of E astport’s families is 
also reflected in H in e’s captions. Tw o of the photographs show 
six-year-old Elsie Shaw standing posed in the street outside the 
fam ily’s living quarters; Elsie worked at cartoning, and her 
father was boss of the cu tting  room in one of the factories. 
According to H ine, Elsie’s father “asked me to take some p h o ­
tos of her, as he has her do a singing  act in vaudeville in the 
winter, ‘and she’s old enough now to go th rough the audience 
and sell her own photos’ ”41

A m ong the most poignantly  inform ative of H in e’s cap­
tions is the one accom panying his photograph of the H am ilton  
family gathered on the front steps of their home. Q uoted in its 
entirety here, the caption not only provides docum entation of 
the names and ages of the w orking children and the fluctuating 
nature of the pay earned by the family as a whole, but also 
brings out some of the worst aspects of the child labor problem . 

H am ilton  family, sardine works, Eastport. Father 
earns $15 to $20 a week irregularly during  the work 
season of three m onths. Said that 20 years ago he 
made $5 a day as a boy, cutting. T he m other is a 
packer, makes $10 a week and upw ard during  the 
active season. Another boy [Raymond, age 17], not in
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The Hamilton family of Eastport. The detailed captions Hine provided with 
photographs such as this (see text, opposite this page) provide information 
about the lives and attitudes of turn-of-the-century cannery workers.
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the photo, works also. In the front row are George 
H am ilton , 11 years old, w ho cuts regularly — made a 
dollar in  three hours the day before; Byron [age 7], 
w ith  a badly cut finger, earns 25 cents a day; little 
Erna, 8 years old, works at cartoning. T he father is 
dissatisfied w ith the irregular income, but cannot see 
the connection between his early boyhood work and 
his present stagnation. H e is p u ttin g  his little ones 
through the same process.42

H in e’s brief description h in ts at the broadest im plications of 
the E astport child  labor situation: that work at an early age 
locked Eastport area residents in to  lifelong labor patterns in 
the seasonal, low-paying cannery operations and thus contrib­
uted in  some sense to the econom ic decay that characterized the 
region over the next several decades.

I n  1911 M aine’s legislature finally am ended the state’s 
child labor law to elim inate the “perishable goods” loophole.43 
T h is law took effect, at least nom inally, on July  1 of that year, 
a lthough  it w ould be a bit longer before its effective enforce­
m ent could be fully implemented. In subsequent years, as 
George M orrison’s reports suggest, m echanization further 
crowded children out of the industry. T hus in 1911 Lewis H ine 
had been w itnessing and docum enting a pattern  of life and of 
child  labor the end of which was already at hand. T he days that 
Preston and his young friends w ould spend at the cutting  and 
packing  tables were num bered, and a new but uncertain  future 
lay before the children of the sardine canneries.

It was clear, in the afterm ath of the 1911 legislation, that 
the ch ild ren’s long hours of toil beside their w orking parents 
were nearly over, but it was by no means clear as to w hat w ould 
fill those hours in the days to come, or what, if anything, w ould 
fill the incom e gap left by the elim ination of the children’s 
modest earnings. Nor was there an obvious replacem ent at 
hand  for the guidance and security provided by parents, rela­
tives, and neighbors who had been the ch ild ren’s co-workers 
and supervisors during  the days of their “explo ita tion .” T he
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crusaders who had fought so long and so hard to free children 
from the tyranny of the workplace had done little to anticipate 
the problem s that this form of liberation w ould bring to the 
c h ild re n  them selves, or to th e ir  fam ilies , or to th e ir  
com m unities.

11 w ould be satisfying to be able to report that the 1911 law, 
by taking children out of the sardine canneries and offering 
them the opportun ity  of two or three m on ths’ additional 
schooling each year, transform ed their lives and broke the cycle 
of poverty and m enial em ploym ent that H ine observed in 
W ashington County sardine canning  families. But there is 
little evidence that such a social or economic renaissance ever 
took place.
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